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ABSTRACT
IMPLEMENTING SOCIAL AND EMOTIONAL LEARNING STANDARDS
IN A HIGH SCHOOL SETTING: A CASE STUDY
Kimberly Melton Lechner, Ph.D.
Department of Counseling, Adult and Higher Education
Northern Illinois University, 2017
Scott A. Wickman, Ph.D., Director
A decade ago, Devaney, O’Brian, Resnik, Keister, and Weissberg defined social and
emotional learning (SEL) as the process of acquiring skills to identify and manage thoughts,
emotions, and behaviors; develop caring, respectful relationships; make responsible decisions;
and effectively solve challenging problems. The purpose of this study was to: (a) explore how
one high school district utilized existing educational frameworks and practices to implement
SEL, (b) understand participants’ perspectives regarding the process of SEL implementation as
well as its impact, and (c) understand the perceived role of school counselors in SEL
implementation. Findings are organized around four key areas: (a) curriculum, instruction, and
assessment practices; (b) school culture; (c) school counselors’ role in SEL implementation; and
(d) factors identified by participants as most successful and most . Findings suggest that SEL
standards can be deeply embedded into educational practices at the high-school level.
Implications and recommendations are also discussed.
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History is not kind to idlers.
(National Commission on Excellence in Education, 1983, p. 1)

CHAPTER I
OVERVIEW OF CONTEXT: THE NEED FOR URGENCY
Education has long been a hot topic in the United States. A Nation at Risk detailed
consequences associated with a mediocre educational system (National Commission on
Excellence in Education, 1983). This report incited a wave of educational reform initiatives
(Zins & Illback, 1995). Despite more than a decade of focused school improvement plans, the
No Child Left Behind Act unveiled a continued epidemic of underachievement (NCLB, 2002).
NCLB reignited a sense of urgency in our national dialogue. More recently, the Every Student
Succeeds Act (ESSA) has sought to support school districts in preparing all students for postsecondary success and addressing gross inequities that perpetuate achievement gaps. Still,
millions of American students currently achieve significantly below standards in reading and
mathematics.
Fuchs, Fuchs, and Compton (2010) suggested that academic issues are further
complicated by the social, emotional, and behavioral complexities of many underachieving
students. Students who lack social and emotional competencies become increasingly more
disconnected from their school community and this lack of connection impacts academic
performance. School connectedness is related to motivation, engagement, and stronger
attendance rates; these factors are linked to higher academic achievement. In a national survey
of 148,189 sixth- to twelfth-grade students, Benson (2006) found only 29% reported their school
environment was caring and encouraging, and only 29 to 45% of students reported having social
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competencies such as empathy, conflict resolution, and decision-making skills. Disengagement,
behavioral issues, and other indicators of social and emotional distress develop over time and are
thus a significant concern for educators, parents, community members, and policy makers alike.
These concerns extend beyond K-12 educational settings and impact students’ ability to succeed
in college and beyond. In fact, employers report that many new hires lack important skills.
When asked to list the single most important skill for college graduates, business leaders’
responses were communication skills, interpersonal skills, adaptability, strong work ethic, and
the ability to listen and learn (Northeastern University, 2014).
In an effort to better understand and address these concerns, scholars’ developments in
education theory have paralleled advancements in education-related national policy. In his
theory of multiple intelligences, Gardner was one of the first to conceptualize many pathways for
learning (Gardner, 1983). Gardner writes specifically about “personal intelligence.” His work in
this domain helped educators think more broadly about what constitutes intelligence and about
how students learn. Goldman’s theory of emotional intelligence furthered the discussion around
the social, emotional, and cognitive processes that support and sometimes hinder learning
(Goldman, 1995). More recently, Carol Dweck (2006) has developed a theory of mindsets that
helps educators, parents, and students recognize that intelligence is not a fixed construct; rather,
intelligence can be influenced by effort, persistence, and perseverance.
These theorists have influenced the field of social and emotional learning and have
advanced research surrounding a number of social and emotional skills associated with learning
and achievement. The Collaborative for Academic, Social and Emotional Learning (CASEL)
was established to advance research surrounding the social and emotional competencies that
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contribute to student success in school and in life. CASEL’s mission is to make “evidence-based
social and emotional learning (SEL) an integral part of education from preschool through high
school.” CASEL researchers have defined social and emotional learning and have put forward a
set of social and emotional competencies that translate well into SEL standards. These
competencies and SEL standards have begun to transform educational practices in some schools,
resulting in meaningful, positive outcomes for students. “There is powerful evidence that SEL,
if scaled, could dramatically improve student achievement in schools and a lifetime of outcomes
for children that would strengthen education, the economy, and our communities” (Civic
Enterprises, Bridgeland, Bruce, & Hariharan, 2013, p. 11).
Problem Statement
Social and emotional learning (SEL) is an emerging construct in schools. Research
indicates that SEL is essential for school and life success (Durlak, Weissberg, Dymnicki, Taylor,
& Schellinger, 2011; Zins, Bloodworth, Weissberg, & Walberg, 2004). SEL decreases problem
behaviors and increases student achievement. More specifically, SEL improves students’ social
and emotional skills, attitudes, behaviors, and academic performance (Durlak et al., 2011).
However, more information is needed to support educators, particularly at the high-school level,
who seek to implement high-quality social and emotional learning initiatives.
Statement of Purpose
This study’s purpose is to (a) explore how one high school district utilized existing
educational frameworks and practices to implement SEL, (b) understand participants’
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perspectives regarding the process of SEL implementation as well as its impact, and (c)
understand the perceived role of school counselors in SEL implementation.
Research Questions
1. How has SEL been (a) implemented within curriculum, instruction, and assessment
practices and (b) embedded into school culture?
2. What educational frameworks or initiatives support SEL implementation?
3. How do participants perceive the (a) process of SEL implementation and (b) impact of
SEL?
4. How do participants perceive the role of school counselors in SEL implementation?

Research Approach
I conducted a qualitative, single-case study to address the aforementioned questions. I
interviewed members of the Social and Emotional Learning Steering Committee at an Illinois
high school. Additionally, I conducted a focus group of (a) teachers who serve on the SEL
curriculum committee and (b) school counselors. I conducted observations of staff development
events focused on implementing SEL standards. All interviews and focus groups were audiorecorded, transcribed, and analyzed using an open coding process. I took field notes during the
staff development events and analyzed this data. Finally, I utilized the following artifacts as
supporting documents or exemplars: the school’s mission, vision, and value statements; portions
of the student handbook relevant to SEL; handouts or presentations used at staff development
events; Illinois’s SEL standards; and the school’s adopted social and emotional learning targets.
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The Researcher
Before beginning the doctoral program in Counselor Education and Supervision at
Northern Illinois University, I earned a Bachelor of Science degree from the University of
Illinois at Urbana-Champaign in psychology, a Master of Arts degree in school psychology from
Governors State University, and I completed a graduate program in educational leadership at
Northern Illinois University. I am an Illinois certified school psychologist (Type 73) and an
educational administrator (Type 75). I am also a Licensed Professional Counselor (LPC). When
I began this research, I was working as the Assistant Director for Student Services in a pre-K
through 8th-grade school district. Prior to accepting that position, I served as a student support
team coordinator at the high school district participating in this study. During my tenure at this
district, I was a member of the district’s Social and Emotional Learning Steering Committee. I
went on to serve as one of the lead administrators for SEL in a pre-K through 8th-grade school
district. As such, I co-facilitated the district’s Social and Emotional Learning Steering
Committee as well as the Response to Intervention for Behavior Committee. I was responsible
for staff development with respect to SEL, and I’ve conducted numerous trainings for student
service faculty, including school counselors, school social workers, school psychologists, speech
and language therapists, occupational and physical therapists, teachers of English language
learners, and special education teachers. I was also responsible for creating school and family
partnerships in support of SEL. Finally, I served as the district’s representative on the
Community SEL Consortium group, which included administrative and parent representatives
from the high school district participating in this study as well as the seven consortium
elementary districts.
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Rationale and Significance
Students who are college and career ready demonstrate strong academic achievement and
well-developed social and emotional learning competencies. Although underlying SEL
constructs are not new to educators, a recently articulated common language assists educators in
communicating these competencies to diverse stakeholders and teaching these competencies to
students. States have begun to develop explicit SEL standards, and clear connections exist
between SEL competencies and academic standards.
This research is significant because it explores a fundamental paradigm shift: a move
from a hidden social and emotional curriculum implemented primarily by student services
personnel to core curriculum and educational programming that is explicitly and implicitly
taught, modeled, and assessed by school counselors, teachers, and administrators. This study
explores how this shift occurred and continues to evolve in one school district. Implications may
be used to facilitate school change for systems and educators who are just beginning to
implement SEL.
Definition of Key Terminology
Social and Emotional Learning: “the process of acquiring the skills to recognize and manage
emotions, develop caring and concern for others, establish positive relationships, make
responsible decisions, and handle challenging situations effectively” (Devaney et al., 2006, p.
11).
Common Core State Standards (CCSS): a comprehensive set of robust, relevant learning
standards developed by the National Governors Association Center for Best Practices and the
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Council of Chief State School Officers that provide an understanding of what students should
know and be able to do (National Governors Association Center, n.d.).
Standards-Based Grading and Reporting: an integrated system of standards, assessment, and
grading that informs teachers’ classroom instruction and increases student learning (Marzano,
2010).
Response to Intervention (RTI): “the practice of providing (a) high quality
instruction/intervention matched to student needs and (b) using learning rate over time and level
of performance to (c) make important educational decisions” (Batsche et al., 2006, p. 22).
Professional Learning Community (PLC): “an ongoing process in which educators work
collaboratively in recurring cycles of collective inquiry and action research to achieve better
results for the students they serve” (DuFour, DuFour, Eaker, & Many, 2010, p. 11).
College and Career Readiness: a set of more rigorous standards and assessments that will lead to
a better prepared workforce and a resurgence of the United States as a leader in college
completion (U.S. Department of Education, 2010).
American School Counselor Association (ASCA): a division of the American Counseling
Association; a professional association representing school counselors (ASCA, 2012).

CHAPTER II
LITERATURE REVIEW
Researchers have long attempted to label broad constructs or categories of
“noncognitive” or “nonacademic” factors involved in school and life success. The list of factors
included in these categories is extensive. Blum and Libbey (2004) and Benson (2006) identified
school connectedness, engagement, and school climate as powerful influences on students’
academic performance. Reyes, Brackett, Rivers, White, and Salovey (2012) studied the
relationship between classroom emotional climate (CEC), engagement, and academic
achievement. Angela Duckworth and Martin Seligman (2005) explored noncognitive factors
such as self-control and self-discipline and their ability to predict school success. Ginsburg
(2014) included coping skills, self-control, connectedness, and character in his work on
developing resilience in children and adolescents. Dweck (2006) found that the most successful
students relied on attributes such as persistence, effort, and hard work and that these students’
success could be attributed to what she referred to as growth mindsets. The University of
Chicago Consortium on School Research (2012) developed a model that focuses on academic
behaviors, academic perseverance, academic mindsets, learning strategies, and social skills as
essential constructs for student success. Finally, in their review of the literature surrounding
noncognitive skills that positively impact students’ academic performance as well as success in
career and life, Gabrieli, Ansel, and Bartolino Krachman (2015) use the terms “mindsets,”
“essential skills,” and “habits.” Clearly, terminology included in the literature is
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plentiful, and a number of related constructs, often referred to as noncognitive factors or social
and emotional factors, influence student success in school and beyond.
For the purpose of this literature review, I will discuss the constructs mentioned above
and will focus on research surrounding the Collaborative for Academic and Social and
Emotional Learning’s (CASEL) conceptualization of five categories including self-management,
self-awareness, social awareness, relationship skills, and responsible decision making.
Defining Social and Emotional Learning
Social and emotional learning (SEL) is “the process of acquiring the skills to recognize
and manage emotions, develop caring and concern for others, establish positive relationships,
make responsible decisions, and handle challenging situations effectively” (Devaney et al., 2006,
p. 11). CASEL described five social and emotional competencies: social awareness, selfawareness, self-management, relationship-building skills, and responsible decision-making skills
(CASEL, 2003, 2013).
Self-Awareness
CASEL defined self-awareness as accurately assessing one’s own feelings, interests,
values, and strengths; maintaining a balanced sense of self-confidence. Self-awareness includes
skills such as identifying emotions, formulating an accurate self-perception, recognizing
strengths, and having a positive sense of self-efficacy. Students who demonstrate self-awareness
engage in goal-directed behaviors and are able to express their wants and needs.
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Social Awareness
CASEL defined social awareness as the ability to take perspectives of and empathize
with others, recognize and appreciate similarities and differences, and recognize and use
appropriate resources. Social awareness skills are important as students learn how to problem
solve with others who may hold diverse viewpoints. Social awareness skills also help young
people anticipate how others might respond to them.
Self-Management
Self-management includes regulating emotions to deal effectively with stress, controlling
impulses, and overcoming challenges. Self-management includes setting and monitoring
progress toward goals and appropriately expressing emotions. Students who demonstrate
difficulties with self-management may demonstrate externalizing behaviors that impact their
learning or that of their peers. Other children with self-management difficulties may simply
struggle to engage in sustained goal-directed behavior.
Relationship Skills
Establishing, managing, and maintaining a healthy relationship is one of CASEL’s five
SEL competencies. This competency involves resisting inappropriate social pressure;
preventing, managing and resolving interpersonal conflict; and engaging in appropriate helpseeking behaviors when needed. Relationship skills require communication and social
engagement. Students are required to work cooperatively with others at school and in the
community. Healthy relationships are also necessary to support individual growth and
development.
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Responsible Decision Making
CASEL defined responsible decision-making as making decisions based on consideration
of ethical standards, safety concerns, social expectations, respect for others, and potential
consequences of various decisions. Students should be able to apply decision-making skills to
academic and social issues.
Research in Support of SEL
CASEL (2013) explained that high-quality approaches to SEL include (a) explicit
instruction aligned with the five competencies, (b) systematic integration of the competencies
within academic curriculum, and (c) intentional teacher instructional practices that promote safe
and caring classroom and school communities. A growing body of evidence suggests that SEL is
associated with an increase in positive educational outcomes, such as improved grades (Brackett,
Rivers, Reyes, & Salovey, 2010), stronger performance on standardized tests (Agostin & Bain,
1997; DiPerna & Elliott, 1999; Durlak et al., 2011; Malecki & Elliott, 2002), greater
understanding of content, and higher teacher ratings of pro-social behaviors (Brackett et al.,
2010). Similarly, studies have found decreases in problem behaviors such as drug and alcohol
use as well as discipline issues resulting in suspension (Durlak et al., 2011; Durlak, Weissberg,
& Pachan, 2010). Studies have also reviewed the impact of specific SEL programs on student
engagement, classroom emotional climate, and 21st-century skills such as the ability to work
cooperatively in groups (Reyes et al., 2012).
As stated, research suggests that students who demonstrate social and emotional learning
competencies perform better in school. DiPerna and Elliott (1999) conducted a study in which
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56 teachers rated 300 students’ academic competence using the Academic Competence
Evaluation Scales (ACES). These ratings were compared with students’ performance on the
Iowa Tests of Basic Skills. Results indicated pro-social behavior was positively correlated with
academic achievement.
Malecki and Elliott (2002) found positive correlations between social behaviors and
academic achievement. These authors studied 139 third- and fourth-grade students. Social
skills, problem behaviors, academic competence, and academic achievement were measured
using the Social Skills Rating System and the Iowa Tests of Basic Skills. Malecki and Elliott
also found that problem behaviors were negatively predictive of academic achievement.
Agostin and Bain (1997) found that teacher ratings of students’ social skills via the Social
Skills Rating System were predictive of academic achievement as measured by the Stanford
Achievement Tests, 8th edition. The Early Prevention of School Failure assessment battery was
also utilized as part of this study. Results suggested that behaviors such as positive social skills
(e.g., cooperation and self-control) and social-emotional factors (e.g., internalizing behaviors)
predict successful academic achievement in early grade-school years. This study also identified
other measures that had more predictive validity for school success, such as receptive language
skills. Nonetheless, social and emotional factors were clearly identified as important indicators
of academic achievement.
Brackett et al. (2010) examined a specific SEL curriculum called the RULER Feeling
Words Curriculum, known as the RULER approach. In a study of 15 fifth- and sixth-grade
classrooms across three schools, the authors found that students in RULER classrooms had
higher grades and better teacher ratings of social and emotional competence. The authors
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concluded that this study provides evidence of the relationship between an integrated SEL
curriculum and positive academic as well as social/emotional outcomes.
Reyes et al. (2012) found classroom emotional climate (CEC) was associated with higher
levels of engagement and greater academic achievement. This research suggested that students
are increasingly more connected and engaged when they participate in emotionally responsive
learning environments characterized by warm, respectful, and emotionally supportive
interactions and relationships. These authors made recommendations for teacher preparation and
professional development. Specifically, they suggested that teachers would benefit from “more
deliberate and explicit forms of emotion skills training” (p. 10).
Duckworth and Seligman (2005) found that self-discipline was a stronger predictor of
school success than IQ scores for middle-school students. Duckworth, Peterson, Matthews, and
Kelly (2007) examined “grit,” which they defined as “perseverance and passion for long-term
goals” (p. 1087). They sought to discover why some people accomplish more than others of
equal intelligence. These authors determined that achievement of difficult goals involves talent
as well as “the sustained and focused application of talent over time.” More recently, Duckworth
and her colleagues developed an online behavioral measure called the Academic Diligence Task
(ADT) to assess differences in effort on tedious work as a way to predict academic outcomes
(Galla et al., 2014).
After-school programs that focus on improving personal and social skills in children and
adolescents have also demonstrated positive results in terms of self-perceptions, academic
achievement, and school grades. Problem behaviors have also decreased for students
participating in after-school programs focused on SEL, according to a meta-analysis by Durlak et
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al. (2011). Programs that were well sequenced, active, focused, and explicit yielded the most
positive outcomes for participants.
Durlak et al. (2011) conducted a meta-analysis of 213 school-based SEL programs. This
analysis indicated that participants demonstrated significant improvements in social and
emotional skills, attitudes, behaviors, and academic performance. More specifically, participants
demonstrated a 23% improvement in social and emotional skills; 9% improvement in attitudes
about self, others, and school; 9% improvement in pro-social school and classroom behavior; 9%
decrease in conduct problems; 10% decrease in emotional distress; and 11 % improvement in
academic performance.
In terms of attitudes about self and others, participants noted higher academic motivation
and future educational aspirations, increased trust and respect toward adults in the school
community, and increased commitment to democratic values. In the area of behaviors, students
demonstrated increased attendance and fewer suspension rates, fewer disruptive behaviors,
greater participation and classroom engagement, and increased achievement-oriented behaviors,
such as reading outside of class time. In terms of performance, students demonstrated improved
content-area skills in mathematics, language arts, and social studies. Students showed improved
achievement from elementary-school years to middle school. Additionally, students
demonstrated improved problem-solving and planning skills (Durlak et al., 2011).
Social and Emotional Learning Standards
Illinois schools have extended the curriculum review and development cycle to include
SEL standards. Illinois was the first state to develop comprehensive preschool through 12thgrade social and emotional learning standards (Gordon, Ji, Mulhall, Shaw, & Weissberg, 2011).
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The Illinois Children’s Mental Health Act of 2003 (Public Act 93-0495) stated that all public
schools in Illinois would teach and assess social and emotional learning competencies. This Act
was supported by more than 60 Illinois agencies, organizations, and associations, including
CASEL, the Illinois Association of School Social Workers, the Illinois School Counselor
Association, and the Illinois School Psychologists Association (Gordon et al., 2011).
The Illinois Children’s Mental Health Partnership was subsequently developed to work in
concert with the State Board of Education and CASEL to create Illinois’s SEL Standards
Framework. The SEL Standards Framework includes goals, learning standards, benchmarks,
and performance descriptors (http://isbe.net/ils/social_emotional/standards.htm). Three broad
state goals were created that align with CASEL’s five SEL competencies. More specific
learning standards exist for each goal. Benchmarks were developed to support educators’ use of
the standards at various grade levels, including early elementary (grades K-3), late elementary
(grades 4-5), middle/junior high (grades 6-8), early high school (grades 9-10), and late high
school (grades 11-12). Performance descriptors were written to further articulate the knowledge,
reasoning, and skills that students should know and be able to do at various stages of
development (Gordon et al., 2011).
Illinois State Goal 31 states that students will develop self-awareness and selfmanagement skills to achieve school and life success. The learning standards students are
expected to demonstrate include the ability to (a) identify and manage one’s own emotions and
behavior, (b) recognize personal qualities and external supports, and (c) demonstrate skills
related to achieving personal and academic goals. These standards are further articulated for
early elementary, late elementary, middle/junior high school, early high school, and late high
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school. Self-awareness and self-management are interdependent competencies. Students must be
able to identify and understand their thoughts and feelings in order to effectively manage their
behaviors in pursuit of long-term goals.
Illinois State Goal 32 indicates that students will use social awareness and interpersonal
skills to establish and maintain positive relationships. The related learning standards suggest that
students will (a) recognize the feelings and perspectives of others, (b) recognize individual and
group similarities and differences, (c) use communication and social skills to interact effectively
with others, and (d) demonstrate an ability to prevent, manage, and resolve interpersonal conflict
in constructive ways. These standards are also broken down for early/late elementary,
middle/junior high, and early/late high school.
Illinois State Goal 33 suggests that students should be able to demonstrate decisionmaking skills and responsible behaviors in personal, school, and community contexts. The
corresponding learning standards include (a) considering ethical factors, safety guidelines, and
societal elements in making decisions, (b) applying decision-making skills to deal responsibly
with academic and social situations, and (c) contributing to the well-being of one’s school and
community.
Illinois’s goals, learning standards, benchmarks, and performance descriptors provide a
foundation. Many Illinois schools have utilized this work to create more specific learning
targets. Schools then conduct an inventory of their current curriculum to determine where,
when, and how SEL targets are currently being taught and/or can be naturally embedded into
existing curricula.
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Kress, Norris, Schoenholz, Elias, and Seigle (2004) reported that other states are
considering explicit SEL standards, and SEL competencies are highly compatible with existing
learning standards in many states. These authors indicated that teachers would benefit from an
illustration as to how the CASEL competencies are embedded in content-area standards. They
point out that “SEL helps pave the way for effective academic instruction and the attainment of
core curriculum standards” (p. 72).
Existing Educational Frameworks and Initiatives
The field of education employs a model of continuous improvement. Veteran educators
often describe an ever-evolving system where various initiatives and models constitute best
practices. Three initiatives or educational frameworks may support implementation of SEL
learning standards: Response to intervention, professional learning communities, and standardsbased grading and reporting.
Response to Intervention
Response to Intervention (RTI) is an integrated system of supports and a framework for
educational decision making. RTI is “the practice of providing (a) high quality instruction/
intervention matched to student needs and (b) using learning rate over time and level of
performance to (c) make important educational decisions” (Batsche et al., 2006, p. 22). Many
educators view RTI as an early intervention model designed to reduce the need for special
education services. RTI is also a framework for determining special education eligibility. RTI is
most commonly conceptualized as a three-tiered model of academic and behavioral supports
(Tilly, Reschly, & Grimes, 1999). Tier One is defined as the core curriculum or educational
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program that is delivered to all students. The model suggests that, given a robust core
educational program, approximately 80% of students should successfully meet academic and
behavioral standards (Tier One). Fifteen percent of students will need small-group, supplemental
supports (Tier Two), and five percent of students will need individualized, intensive supports
(Tier Three). The idea is to expand and strengthen access to a robust, general education
curriculum for all students. Differentiated instruction can and should occur within the general
education classroom, and increasingly intensive, research-based curricular supports or
interventions should supplement core instruction for identified groups of students.
The National Association for State Directors of Special Education (NASDSE) and the
Council of Administrators of Special Education (CASE) (2006) together published a white paper
that delineated the core components of RTI from a systems perspective. These components are
(a) a unified system of education; (b) assessments that serve the purposes of screening,
diagnostics, and progress monitoring; (c) a structured problem-solving process; (d) a fluid and
flexible service delivery model that is based on data; (e) tiered levels of increasingly intensive
interventions; (f) a shared responsibility and belief that all children can learn and that educators
are responsible for creating and sustaining conditions that support learning; and (g) professional
development that engages all members of the school community in a process of continuous
improvement.
According to NASDSE and CASE (2006), in an RTI model, classroom teachers become
clinicians who assess students’ responses to instructional methods and modify instruction
accordingly to ensure that learning occurs. Multidisciplinary problem-solving teams support the
problem-solving process. School personnel often have trouble determining whether a problem is
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related to a skill deficit or a performance deficit. The classic example is a low-performing,
passive-aggressive teen who refuses to complete homework assignments, chooses not to study
for tests, and is somewhat apathetic when a failing grade is issued. Clearly, a cyclical
relationship exists between this prototypical student’s behavior, social and emotional
functioning, and achievement. Thus, schools must identify effective ways to motivate and
engage all students such that learning opportunities are maximized. Interventions must be
designed to address academic as well as social and emotional learning needs.
SEL can be explicitly embedded within a multi-tiered problem-solving model (National
Association for School Psychologists [NASP], 2009). All students must be provided with both
implicit and explicit instruction in social/emotional competencies. Instruction should occur
through a prevention system at Tier One. Data should be utilized to identify at-risk students who
would benefit from systems of early intervention. These students should receive Tier Two
supports in addition to the instruction they receive within the core curriculum. Similarly, some
students will require even more intensive interventions to support significant deficits in skills
related to the core SEL competencies. These students should receive Tier Three supports and
may require special education services to meet their individual needs.
Professional Learning Communities
DuFour et al. (2010) suggested that the most promising approach to transforming schools
is through professional learning communities (PLCs). A PLC is “an ongoing process in which
educators work collaboratively in recurring cycles of collective inquiry and action research to
achieve better results for the students they serve” (p. 11). PLCs impact school culture by
creating a focus on learning for all members of the school community. PLC members work
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collaboratively in an interdependent manner to accomplish specific, shared goals. PLC members
examine their current practices and strive toward best practices in all areas of curriculum,
instruction, and assessment. PLC members are driven by the belief that all students learn at high
levels and that evidence of student learning must inform educational practices.
Embedded within the PLC concept is the notion of systematic interventions. PLC
schools understand that “some students will require a greater opportunity to learn—they will
need more time and support than others—and the most effective schools ensure that they receive
it” (DuFour et al., 2010, p. 102). PLCs are driven by four questions: (a) What do we want
students to learn and be able to do? (b) How will we know if they’ve learned it? (c) What will we
do if they haven’t learned it? (d) What will we do if they have already learned it?
Explicit connections have been made between RTI as a framework and PLCs as a model
and process. Buffum, Mattos, and Weber (2009) have indicated that RTI aligns perfectly with
the PLC process, as both provide a common focus on timely, directive, systematic processes to
provide students with the support they need to be successful at high levels.
Professional learning communities can facilitate the change process and can support
educators’ ability to deeply embed social and emotional learning in schools. Communities of
teachers should engage in collective inquiry around the same four PLC questions. The core
components of PLCs should be followed, including collaboration, action orientation, use of datadriven practices, and a focus on continuous improvement.
Standards-Based Grading and Reporting
Social and emotional standards must be created if schools are expected to fully embed
social and emotional learning into the larger school context. State and national educational
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standards guide curriculum content in schools. Educators across the country are in the process of
“unwrapping” standards and creating specific learning targets that clearly articulate what
students should know and be able to do (Ainsworth & Viegut, 2006). This process is one of
continuous improvement. Standards are written and revised, and educators engage in creating
specific learning targets and common formative as well as summative assessments.
According to Marzano (2010), many districts have implemented standards-based grading
and reporting practices. These practices focus on providing feedback with respect to a student’s
progress toward a standard as opposed to a simple letter grade. Marzano’s research suggested
that children learn better when educators are clear about what they are expected to know and be
able to do. The move toward standards-based grading and reporting helps teachers provide
students and parents with more meaningful feedback (Ainsworth & Viegut, 2006; Marzano,
2010). This feedback enables students to think productively about their own learning and helps
them understand their specific strengths and weaknesses. When states adopt meaningful SEL
standards, educators can apply standards-based grading and reporting practices to support student
learning.
School Organizational Change
Despite existing educational frameworks that may support SEL implementation, SEL
represents a significant shift for many school systems. Zin and Illback (1995) made several
assumptions about organizational change. First, they suggested that the change process typically
includes several phases: needs assessment, planning, initiation, implementation, and
institutionalization. Zin and Illback stressed the importance of consultation at each stage in the
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change process. These authors suggested that school leaders benefit from a clear understanding
of the change process, including the conditions under which positive change occurs.
Fullan (2008) presented several components or guidelines for organizational change that
form a theory to support educational leaders engaged in the change process. These practitionerbased strategies include connecting with peers through meaningful and purposeful work,
focusing on job-embedded professional development, encouraging transparency at all
organizational levels, building capacity for all members of the school community, and viewing
change through a systems perspective. Each of these components can be applied to a SEL
implementation process.
School improvement processes require effective principal leadership. O’Brien and
Resnik (2009) suggest that the principal is responsible for conceptualizing, prioritizing, and
articulating SEL to the school community. These authors suggest that principals must prepare
and support staff throughout the change process. They point out that SEL initiatives are as
important for adults as they are for children and school leaders must model the SEL
competencies that they expect teachers to teach. Finally, O’Brien and Resnik speak to the
importance of principals and administrators as advocates and public supporters of SEL.
Recommended Practices for Implementation
CASEL (2006) has created a ten-step implementation plan to support schools’ ability to
implement social and emotional learning. Devaney et al. (2006) included the implementation
rubric and extensive resources and planning tools in a sustainability tool kit. The ten
implementation steps are organized into three phases. According to CASEL, sustainable SEL
programming involves a multiyear process, often conceptualized as three to five years.
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Phase One: Readiness
Devaney et al. (2006) recommended that schools begin by assessing stakeholders’
interest and commitment to social and emotional learning for all students. SEL is framed as one
path to assist schools in reaching school improvement goals. The first step involves school
leaders developing a personal vision of what SEL might look like within the school community,
committing resources toward SEL implementation (including professional development), and
reflecting on and improving their own social and emotional competencies. This final aspect is
tremendously important as social/emotional learning must be embraced, strengthened, and
modeled by all school community members. Step two of Phase One involves engaging
stakeholders and forming a SEL steering committee. The steering committee should include
multidisciplinary educators (general education teachers, special education teachers,
administrators, and student services staff) as well as community members including parents and
board of education members.
Phase Two: Planning
The planning phase involves implementation steps three through five. Step three requires
the school community to develop and communicate a shared vision of social, emotional, and
academic learning. Step four indicates that steering committee members should conduct a needs
assessment. A needs assessment might address educators’ perceptions of their own social and
emotional competencies as well as the competencies of their colleagues, school leaders, and
students. The needs assessment might also explore issues related to school culture and climate
and might assess the types of social and emotional problems that students experience. In
addition to the traditional needs assessment, CASEL encourages school teams to consider a
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resource assessment. Resource assessments help teams identify existing programs or policies
that support social and emotional development. CASEL has developed assessment resources
including surveys that schools may use to support their process.
Educators may wish to conduct this resource assessment from the perspective of
Response to Intervention. Questions to guide the assessment include: (a) To what extent do
teachers teach social and emotional competencies to all students (Tier One)? (b) Do researchbased supports exist for groups of at-risk students (Tier Two)? Do research-based interventions
exist for students who are not successful at Tier Two and/or who may require increasingly
intensive or individualized supports to enhance their social/emotional development (Tier Three)?
What screening, diagnostic, and progress monitoring data do teams use to assess students’ social
and emotional development?
Step five encourages steering committees to develop an action plan. Action plans should
incorporate the vision statement as well as results from the needs and resource assessments.
Schools are encouraged to develop plans that include clearly articulated goals and timelines for
system-wide SEL implementation. CASEL has created several resources to support
development of action plans, including a calendar and planning tool.
Phase Three: Implementation
The implementation phase generally occurs during years two and three. Generally,
schools choose to implement either a single evidence-based SEL program or a series of
programs. Some schools choose to develop their own SEL program based on explicit learning
standards. Step seven includes providing initial staff development, either on a school-wide basis
or for those individuals who will implement a specific SEL program. Step eight involves actual
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classroom implementation of SEL programs. Coaching is also an important part of this step, as
CASEL stresses the importance of SEL programming being implemented with fidelity. Step
nine involves embedding social and emotional learning school-wide. Finally, step ten requires
that school communities engage in a process of inquiry and continuous improvement.
The Role of School Counseling Programs
School Counseling programs can advocate for a system-wide approach to social and
emotional learning. The ASCA National Model: A Framework for School Counseling Programs
(American School Counselor Association [ASCA], 2012) is a comprehensive approach to
organizing school counseling programs. The ASCA model is comprised of four main
components: the foundation, management system, delivery system, and accountability. In terms
of foundations, ASCA noted that school counseling programs seek to improve student outcomes
and teach important competencies. Student competencies and standards are organized around
three domains: academic, career, and personal/social. SEL competencies are not explicitly
referenced in the ASCA National Model. Instead, ASCA (2012) stated:
District and state initiatives often contain educational standards for students other than
the ASCA Student Standards. School counselors are encouraged to consider how these
other student standards complement and inform their school counseling program and, if
appropriate, select competencies from these other standards that align with ASCA
Student Standards and their school counseling program’s mission and goals. (p. 29)
Through the four elements, the ASCA National Model establishes school counseling
programs as an integral component of any school’s academic mission, ensures all students
equitable program access, identifies the knowledge and skills all students might acquire as a
result of the school counseling program, and ensures a comprehensive and systemic program.
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Velsor (2009) suggested that school counselors can utilize the ASCA model framework to
position themselves as social and emotional learning consultants. Velsor articulated many
natural connections between social and emotional learning and the ASCA National Model.
Velsor stated that SEL is a clear component of ASCA’s personal/social domain. Counselors
must become familiar with the research and must help others in the school community recognize
the integral role that SEL plays in facilitating student success across domains including
academic, personal/social, and career.
Summary
Social and emotional learning (SEL) supports positive academic and social/emotional
outcomes for students and school communities. Educators should provide explicit SEL
instruction aligned with CASEL’s competencies and provide opportunities for all students to
apply SEL skills within the context of safe and supportive learning environments (CASEL,
2013). The state of Illinois has led the way by creating state goals, learning standards,
benchmarks, and performance descriptors. These standards should be used to guide SEL
implementation (Gordon et al., 2011). Already, existing school improvement processes such as
Response to Intervention, professional learning communities, and standards-based grading and
reporting may support the implementation process. School counseling programs have an integral
role to play in supporting effective implementation of social and emotional learning programs
(Velsor, 2009). Programs that utilize an ASCA model will be well prepared to embed SEL into
existing frameworks.

CHAPTER III
RESEARCH METHODS
This study investigates participants’ experiences and perspectives regarding
implementation of SEL standards. I utilized a qualitative, single-case study design to gain a
more in-depth understanding of the process of SEL implementation, the perceived impact of
SEL, as well as perspectives about the role of school counselors in SEL implementation.
This study employs in-depth interviews, focus groups, and observations as primary data
collection methods. Artifact and document reviews were also conducted to provide context and
to support information obtained from primary sources. A case study design is appropriate
because the implementation of social and emotional learning initiatives is a context-dependent,
contemporary phenomenon worthy of meaningful investigation. Yin (2009) suggested that case
study designs are helpful in answering “how” questions. Below are the questions under
investigation in this study.
Research Questions
1. How has SEL been (a) implemented within curriculum, instruction, and assessment
practices and (b) embedded into school culture?
2. What educational frameworks or initiatives support SEL implementation?
3. How do participants perceive the (a) process of SEL implementation and (b) impact of
SEL?
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4. How do participants (committee members, teachers and school counselors) perceive the
role of school counselors in SEL implementation?
Researcher Assumptions
Several assumptions can be posited with respect to this research. First, SEL initiatives
require multiyear, strategic planning and extensive staff development efforts (CASEL, 2015).
Additionally, SEL implementation is a multidirectional process that requires the meaningful
participation of diverse stakeholders. Successful SEL implementation will impact curriculum,
instruction, and assessment practices, as well as overall school culture. Second, schools with a
demonstrated commitment to best practices are well prepared for SEL implementation. These
schools have embraced a data-driven approach to continuous improvement and are well informed
regarding educational research and trends. Third, participants are likely to have diverse
perspectives with respect to implementation based on their role in the process and their role or
position within the school or division. Understanding these perspectives in order to support
ongoing implementation efforts is essential. Fourth, participants likely perceive meaningful
positive change in connection with SEL implementation. Fifth, school counselors are viewed as
integral participants in SEL implementation. School counselors have an opportunity to serve as
leaders in this capacity, and perception data with respect to school counselors’ role in SEL
implementation will help inform school counseling programs.
Research Site
I selected a single high school in Illinois for this study. I selected this particular school as
a critical case example, in part, because it has been repeatedly recognized as one of the highest

29
achieving high schools in Illinois. The school is well known for implementing a number of
important educational initiatives. However, in order to maintain confidentiality, district
representatives asked that I refrain from explicitly naming those initiatives or referencing the
specific awards and accolades this district has received.
At the start of this study this school’s stakeholders were in their sixth year of
implementing a social and emotional learning initiative. During the first three years of
implementation, the school received a grant through CASEL. This grant provided funding for
professional development as well as a CASEL coach and a coach from the Illinois Mental Health
Partnership (IMHP). These coaches were individuals with extensive training and expertise in the
area of social/emotional learning and school and family partnerships. Their role was to support
the district in using best practices for SEL implementation. Over the past several years, SEL has
become a significant focus of school goals and has been fully embedded into the school’s vision,
mission, and values statements. In summary, this school is well suited to serve as a critical case
example given the district’s reputation for excellence and commitment to best practices, its status
as a CASEL SEL grant recipient, and the level to which the school community has embraced
SEL as part of their vision, mission and values.
Further investigation may inform SEL implementation efforts in this district as well as
other districts. Additionally, this study may provide greater insight regarding school counselors’
role in SEL implementation. This insight may have implications for counselor educators and
counselor education programs.
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Research Participants
Members of the SEL Steering Committee, SEL Curriculum Committee, and school
counselors involved in SEL implementation were selected as participants. These individuals
likely have the most comprehensive knowledge and experience related to SEL implementation at
this school. Committee members have also served as department liaisons for SEL
implementation and have supported staff development efforts within their respective divisions
and school-wide. The SEL Steering Committee included a multidisciplinary cross-section of
approximately 12 educators, including several teachers, administrators, a school counselor, a
school psychologist, and a school social worker. The SEL Curriculum Committee included
approximately 50 multidisciplinary educators. Members of the SEL Steering Committee have
led staff development efforts within the broader Curriculum Committee.
Research Design
Yin (2009) reviewed four types of case study designs: a holistic single case, an embedded
single case, a holistic multiple case, and an embedded multiple case design. I used a Type 1
holistic, single case design for this research. Members of the SEL Steering Committee, teachers
from the SEL Curriculum Committee, and school counselors served as the unit of analysis within
the broader context of the school community.
Data Collection Methods
Yin (2009) discussed six sources of evidence most commonly used in case studies:
documentation, archival records, interviews, direct observations, participant observations and
physical artifacts. Yin indicated that well-designed studies rely upon multiple sources of
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evidence and described interview data as an “essential source of case study evidence” (p. 108).
Seidman (1998), Creswell (1998), and Yin (2009) discussed the rich and meaningful data that
can be derived from in-depth interviews. Seidman wrote:
The purpose of in-depth interviewing is not to get answers to questions, nor to test
hypotheses, and not to “evaluate” as the term is normally used. . . . At the root of in-depth
interviewing is an interest in understanding the experience of other people and the
meaning they make of that experience. (p. 3)
Interviewing is purposeful and appropriate in educational contexts, as an educational or social
phenomenon can be understood through the perspectives of those whose lived experiences
contributed to that phenomenon (Seidman, 1998).
As stated, I used interviews in conjunction with focus groups and observations as the
primary data sources for this study. I also used artifacts and documents to support primary data
sources. I contacted participants via an email informing them of the study purpose and
requesting their informed consent to participate (see Appendix C). Within one week of sending
the letter, I made a follow-up contact to participants and answered any questions they had about
participation in the study.
Interviews lasted approximately 60 minutes. Each interviewee participated in one faceto-face interview session, with the exception of one interviewee who requested a phone
interview. I audio-recorded interviews and utilized a transcription service to transcribe
interviews verbatim. Focus groups also lasted approximately 60 minutes. I conducted two focus
groups. One group included teachers from the SEL Curriculum Committee; another group
included school counselors as participants. I also audio-recorded and transcribed these sessions.
Following each interview and focus group, I wrote a memo reflecting upon salient features of the
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interview and considered any follow-up questions that seemed necessary. I also conducted a
two-hour observation of a staff development session focused on implementation of SEL
standards. I used a participant observation model and took field notes during this observation.
I used several artifacts as secondary sources to provide background information, context,
and examples. I reviewed the school’s mission, vision, and value statement; portions of its
student handbook relevant to SEL; its adopted SEL learning target; and its presentation materials
in order to support field notes taken from observations of staff development events.
Additionally, I reviewed a SEL-related video that all students were required to watch during
orientation.
Data Analysis and Synthesis
Qualitative data analysis is a complex process of studying, reducing, and analyzing
textual evidence (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007; Creswell, 1998; Miles & Huberman, 1994; Seidman,
1998). As such, I engaged in a circular process of searching for and identifying emerging
patterns and themes. I utilized an open coding process to classify the textual data in this study
including transcripts from interviews, focus groups and field notes. I read each transcript before
assigning preliminary codes. After a second comprehensive reading of the data, I tested and
refined codes and identified overarching codes and subcodes. I used a technology program
called NVivo to organize codes and analyze data. This program allowed me to examine potential
patterns or themes that emerged. I also considered reflective memos created throughout the data
collection process and continually asked questions and developed assertions based on the data.
Finally, I reviewed assertions with select participants to check for validity.
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Ethical Considerations
Bogdan and Biklen (2007) indicated that researchers must attend to three primary ethical
issues: trustworthiness (issues of credibility and dependability), informed consent, and
preventing harm to participants. Below is an explanation of how I addressed these issues in my
study.
Trustworthiness
As the researcher in this study, my bias comes from personal and professional
experiences with the process of SEL implementation, the research site, and research participants.
I served as an administrator and SEL Steering Committee member at the research site. As such,
I lived the SEL implementation process in this school district for two years and walked alongside
many of the current Steering Committee members in this effort. I have an ongoing relationship
with members of this Steering Committee. I continued to collaborate with many of these
individuals as we worked to coordinate SEL implementation efforts across the broader
consortium, which includes the seven elementary districts that feed into the high school district
under investigation.
Given my experiences and relationships, I have perspectives and perceptions about SEL
implementation. Assumptions outlined previously are a reflection, in part, of these personal and
professional experiences. Throughout this process, I worked diligently to quiet my own voice so
that I could authentically hear and represent the voices of participants. I addressed issues of
credibility through member checking, peer debriefing, and triangulation. I engaged in member
checking by sending summaries of my conclusions or assertions to selected participants for
review. I used peer debriefing by asking knowledgeable colleagues to review my assertions and
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assist me in questioning the data or developing counterassertions. Finally, I triangulated data
through interviews, focus groups, and observations.
Informed Consent and Preventing Harm
Research participants have a right to informed consent. As part of the informed consent
process, I communicated that participation in this study was completely voluntary and that no
consequences would result from refusal to participate. Additionally, I informed participants that
steps would be taken to ensure confidentiality (such as use of pseudonyms and omission of the
district’s name). Nevertheless, it is not possible to ensure total confidentiality and anonymity.
For example, characteristics of the site have been articulated herein in an effort to establish the
site as a “critical case.” As such, it is possible that an informed, local reader might identify the
school district. Additionally, it is also possible that study participants may be able to identify
one another. Finally, due to the nature of focus groups, confidentiality among participants
cannot be guaranteed. An informed consent document was provided to participants detailing
these considerations and any potential harm that could result (see Appendix A).
Demographic Data
Each participant completed a demographic data form (see Appendix B). This form
queried participants with respect to position title (both current and previous) and years of
experience serving in different capacities. This information is relevant because it clarifies which
disciplines or academic content areas were represented in this study and how many years of
experience participants had in various professional roles.
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Individual Interviewees
I conducted seven individual interviews as part of this study. Participants included both
building-level administrators and classroom teachers from various disciplines. Table 1 shows
the position titles currently or previously held as well as the number of years participants held
each respective position. Additionally, Table 1 shows the number of years participants served on
the SEL Steering Committee and/or the SEL Curriculum Committee.

Table 1
Individual Interviewees’ Demographic Information
Pseudonym

Current
Position Title

Years
Holding
This Title

Previous
Position Title

Years
Holding
This Title

Years Served
on SEL
Steering
Committee

Years Served
on SEL
Curriculum
Committee

Mary

Director of
Physical
Welfare

4

Teacher (P.E.)

8

6

6

Lisa

Assistant
Principal of
Teaching and
Learning

2

Director of
Mathematics

6

5

5

Jacob

Assistant
Principal for
Building
Operations

3

Director of
Student
Services

3

6

6

Tracey

Special
Education
Teacher

26

504 and Special 14
Education
Coordinator/
Core Leader

4

0

Andrew

English
Teacher

25

N/A

N/A

0

1

Lourdes

Spanish
Teacher

10

N/A

N/A

3

3

Cooper

Director of
Fine Arts

Teacher
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Focus Group Participants
I conducted two focus groups. One group included five school counselors, and another
group included five classroom teachers. School counselors’ experience ranged from 5 to 34
years. Three participants started their educational careers as classroom teachers (two taught
mathematics and one taught Spanish). Only one participant served on the broader SEL
committees, but all school counselors implemented SEL standards in their professional practice.
The counselor who served on both the SEL Steering Committee and the SEL Curriculum
Committee reported having served on the committees since their inception. Table 2 shows the
counselors’ position titles, previous position titles (if applicable), number of years of experience,
and number of years serving on the SEL Steering Committee and/or SEL Curriculum
Committee.
As stated above, five classroom teachers participated in the teacher focus group. These
teachers represent diverse academic content areas and have varying experience levels ranging
from 2 to 22 years. All five teachers participated in either the SEL Steering Committee and/or
the SEL Curriculum Committee. Table 3 shows the teachers’ position titles, previous position
titles (if applicable), number of years of experience, and number of years serving on the SEL
Steering Committee and/or SEL Curriculum Committee.

37

Table 2
Focus Group Participants: School Counselors
P s e udonym

Curre nt
P os ition Title

Ye a rs
Holding This
Title

P re vious
P os ition Title

Ye a rs
Holding This
Title

Ye a rs
S e rve d on
S EL
S te e ring
Committe e

Ye a rs
S e rve d on
S EL
Curriculum
Committe e

Rita

S chool
Couns e lor

5

N/A

N/A

0

0

De nis e

S chool
Couns e lor

13

N/A

N/A

0

0

Ca rrie

S chool
Couns e lor

19

Ma the ma tics
Te a che r

2

6

6

Bob

S chool
Couns e lor

34

Ma the ma tics
Te a che r

3

0

0

J a ne

S chool
Couns e lor

8

S pa nis h
Te a che r

6

0

0
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Table 3
Focus Group Participants: Teachers
P s e udonym

Curre nt
P os ition Title

Ye a rs
Holding
This Title

P re vious
P os ition Title

Ye a rs
Holding This
Title

Ye a rs
S e rve d on
S EL
S te e ring
Committe e

Ye a rs
S e rve d on
S EL
Curriculum
Committe e

Ke nda ll

Ma na ge r of
Ma the ma tics

1

Ma the ma tics
Te a che r

22

0

1

J ulie

S pe cia l
Educa tion
Tra ns ition
Ca s e
Ma nge r

1

S pe cia l
Educa tion
Re s ource
Ca s e
Ma na ge r

5

0

4

La ure n

Bus ine s s
Educa tion
Te a che r

2

N/A

N/A

1

2

Kris te n

Te a che r
(S pa nis h)

4

N/A

N/A

0

2

S onja

Me ntor S kills
a nd Guide d
S tudy
Te a che r

4

La ngua ge
3
Arts Te a che r
(Englis h)

0

1
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Observation
Specific demographic data was not collected on behalf of the individuals who
participated in the staff development session. However, 45 professional educators representing
each department (English, Science, Mathematics, World Languages, Special Education, Fine
Arts, Business Education, Social Studies, Physical Welfare, Student Services) participated in this
session and provided consent for me to observe and take field notes regarding the content and
process of the staff development session. Field notes were analyzed. Both field notes and
handouts from this staff development session were reviewed as artifacts.
Summary
This chapter described the research method that was used in this study. Research
questions and corresponding assumptions were reviewed. The research site, participants, overall
research design, data collection methods, and data analysis and synthesis were discussed.
Additionally, ethical considerations were addressed related to trustworthiness, informed consent,
and prevention of harm to participants.

CHAPTER IV
FINDINGS
The purpose of this study was to (a) explore how one high school district utilized existing
educational frameworks and practices to implement social and emotional learning, (b)
understand participants’ perspectives regarding the process of SEL implementation as well as its
impact, and (c) understand the perceived role of school counselors in SEL implementation. In
this chapter, I present my research findings.
Important themes emerged from my data. I identified themes and made assertions based
on my analysis of participants’ responses to interview or focus-group questions, from the
resulting dialogue that ensued, and from my on-site observations. I used artifacts throughout to
support and clarify my findings. Findings represent the most salient content shared by
participants. I discuss each finding in detail along with supporting evidence.
This section is divided into four parts. Part One consists of findings related to curriculum,
instruction, and assessment. In this section, I explore how participants wrote specific learning
targets based on CASEL’s five SEL competencies and Illinois’s SEL standards. I also discuss
the curricular audit that took place to determine where these targets were explicitly taught across
academic divisions. Next, I review instructional strategies that support SEL implementation as
well as examples of SEL instruction in relevant content areas. Finally, I explore how educators
used scales to support assessment of SEL targets.
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Part Two is related to participants’ perspectives regarding how SEL is embedded within
school culture. Specifically, I explore the district’s goals, vision, and values as they relate to
SEL. I also discuss specific programs, including freshman orientation, the freshman mentor
program, and the school-wide privilege system’s powerful influences on school culture.
Part Three is specific to the role of school counselors in SEL implementation. In this
section, I review ways in which school counselors worked to embed SEL in group guidance and
group and individual counseling sessions. I also explore the notion of a school counselor as a
SEL consultant. Additionally, I discuss how teachers and administers perceived school
counselors’ role.
Part Four focuses on participants’ overall reflections of the implementation process. In
this section, I explore “essential factors” identified by participants as well as challenges faced.
Finally, I review participants’ perspectives regarding the impact of SEL on both faculty and
students.
Part One: Curriculum, Instruction, and Assessment
Once we could name and loosely define the competencies, we want to really drill down
and develop learning targets for each of the five competencies so that someone would
know what it is that we want a student to know with respect to the content, or be able to
do with respect to the skills, the specific skills. That was a couple of years process. From
there, we turned our attention to, “Okay, so now we have identified and we continue to
work on solidifying and refining these learning targets, how do we go about continuing to
develop these skills and competencies and explicitly teaching these skills and
competencies to students across the curriculum?” Then from there we began to discuss,
“Now that we are talking about how we’re going to explicitly teach these skills and
competencies, how do we assess whether or not kids have learned these things and how
do we give kids feedback about their learning?”
–Jacob, Assistant Principal for Building Operations and Special Programs
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Jacob’s comments provide the framework for this section. When Jacob talks about
developing learning targets to identify what we want students to know and be able to do, he is
talking about developing curriculum. When he comments on how teachers went about explicitly
teaching these skills and competencies across the curriculum, he’s talking about instruction.
And when he mentions determining whether or not kids have learned these targets and how to
provide feedback, he’s talking about assessment.
Curriculum
CASEL publishes a set of research-based programs or curricula, some of which were
being implemented at sender elementary-school districts that feed into the high school.
However, this district chose not to select a “teach-out-of-the-box” program as their primary
approach to implementing SEL standards. A “teach-out-of-the-box” curriculum is a prescribed
curriculum that provides explicit, pre-made lessons. Their concern was that at the high-school
level, these programs are taught in specific courses and only taken by specific students.
Committee members saw a place for research-based SEL programs and even selected one to be
taught in their Mentor Skills course. However, they wanted to develop and teach a coherent and
meaningful SEL curriculum to all students. As such, committee members focused their efforts
on using Illinois’s SEL standards and CASEL’s SEL competencies to generate their own
curricular content.
SEL Committee members developed specific learning targets so that these targets could
be embedded within any content area. This approach meant that every teacher in every class
could embed SEL targets and explicitly teach SEL competencies and skills to every student.
This approach is significantly different than what other districts were doing at the time, and it
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represents one of the most important decisions the Steering Committee made with respect to
implementation.
This approach was highly consistent with the district’s vision and value statements
surrounding curriculum. SEL language has been embedded throughout the statements below
(italics added).
In order to ensure “Success for Every Student,” School X dedicates itself to a
comprehensive and clearly articulated curriculum comprised of what should be learned,
how it will be taught, and how learning will be assessed. From the classroom to the
athletic field and in all activities, students prepare to thrive in a global community and
learn to accept the challenge and responsibility of participating and leading in a
democracy. To attain this vision: (a) Students will learn important academic content,
analyze and think critically, attain physical well-being, and develop social and emotional
competencies; (b) Curriculum, instruction, and assessment are dynamic, intellectually
challenging, and attentive to the diverse learning needs of students; (c) Formative and
summative assessments monitor student learning and track progress toward explicit
learning targets, inform instruction, and support programmatic decisions; (d) Curricular
teams collaborate to meet educational goals through the use of technology,
interdisciplinary learning, and innovative teaching techniques; (e) Students actively
engage in their learning and the assessment of such learning. Feedback provides focus for
learning and growth and promotes individual improvement; (f) Students learn leadership
skills in all curricular and co-curricular pursuits.
The curriculum-related vision statements above clearly emphasize social and emotional
competencies. The district placed SEL at the same level of importance as academic content,
critical thinking skills, and physical well-being. These statements also provide insight as to the
district’s use of specific learning targets to develop curricular content, guide instruction, and
support assessment for learning.
Developing Learning Targets as Curricular Content
Some of the discussions that have come out of that group had begun to embrace the idea
that in the curricular areas, our learning targets are content. (Lisa, Assistant Principal for
Teaching and Learning)
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Illinois state SEL standards and CASEL’s five social and emotional learning
competencies were utilized to develop SEL learning targets. These sources of information
became the basis upon which educators engaged in the curricular work of unpacking, powering,
and scaling learning targets. Schmoker and Marzano (1999) discussed how this curricular work
leads to a guaranteed and viable curriculum and prevents “curricular chaos” or a curriculum that
is scattered, inconsistent, or based upon the thinking of individual teachers working in isolation.
A guaranteed curriculum is consistent across teachers, and a viable curriculum is one that
teachers actually have time to teach.
When teachers work collaboratively in teams to power standards, they engage in
collaborative conversations around which standards are most essential. That is not to suggest
that teachers choose to teach some standards and leave out others. Teachers recognize that all
standards are important and must be taught to some extent. However, in order to create a
guaranteed and viable curriculum, teacher teams need to decide which standards they want to
teach in depth, assess, and offer feedback on as well as provide support for students who need
more time and instruction (Bailey, Jakicic, & Spiller, 2014). After teachers select power
standards, they “unpack” those standards by writing specific learning targets which identify the
discrete knowledge and skills students need to master the standard. Finally, teachers work
collaboratively to “scale” learning targets. That is, they level targets and assign them to a fourpoint scale. Lisa explains how committee members worked together to clarify and articulate what
they wanted students to know and be able to do with respect to SEL:
What we did a number of years ago is we felt that if we wanted to teach kids these, we
had to be clear what it was we wanted to teach them. This was falling around the same
time that as a school we were becoming much more knowledgeable about learning targets
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and their role in curriculum. We began by taking the CASEL standard[s] and essentially
unpacking them through various activities, and over a number of meetings, we took those
to begin to say, “What does this look like? What does this mean for each of them, what
does it mean if a student is proficient at that? What does that look like? Maybe sound
like? What if they exceed [the target], what does that look like? What if they need some
support, what might that look like?”
Lisa’s comments speak to the extensive efforts committee members made to help teachers
conceptualize and operationalize each of the specific SEL learning targets. Lisa partnered with
Mary to lead the committee’s curricular work. Mary shared her recollection of their efforts to
create learning targets:
At the time, we thought we were just creating a huge bank of learning targets. We
wanted to really help people understand what these big words meant. Everything was big
and flowery and everybody had their own interpretation about what communication
meant, what managing emotions meant, but there was so much packed into that. We
created a list of learning targets, which at the time was very helpful because it helped
teachers understand what the competencies meant. It’s started creating a common
language.
She went on to say:
This summer we did some remarkable work of unpacking, powering, and scaling those
learning targets. After extrapolating this huge list, we really narrowed it down to, what is
it that we want high school students to have by the time they graduate, what are those
common things? We went from 83 learning targets to 20 that were scaled. We also
ended up creating this teacher guide because we realized teachers are not necessarily
highly qualified to teach social and emotional learning the way they’re highly qualified
and hired to teach the content area.
Mary’s comments are important for a number of reasons. She mentioned that teachers
are not “highly qualified” to teach social and emotional learning. Illinois school code required
teachers who teach core content areas to demonstrate proficiency or “highly qualified” status
with respect to their content area. This requirement has since been repealed. However, Mary’s
point is that teachers go through extensive pre-service training to teach their core content. They
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then engage in ongoing professional development to perfect their craft and become experts in
their content. However, pre-service teachers receive little to no training in developing social and
emotional learning curriculum and in teaching this content. As such, teachers relied heavily upon
Steering Committee members and staff developers to support their understanding of SEL.
Teachers did have expertise on the process of curriculum development, so they were very much
able to apply their knowledge of the process to this new area of content.
Cooper commented on the process of developing curricular content as represented by
learning targets.
If I could go back three years to when the whole SEL committee really engaged the
community and then a large task force for identifying the targets, to me I think that was
really effective in the sense that we just got a huge broad group of people and a variety of
perspectives to come together and really focus on identifying those social/emotional
learning targets. From my recollection, I think that was four or five meetings throughout
the year of revamping, words missing, categorizing, regrouping, slashing, and we came
up with that list of whatever 75 to a 100 learning targets based on CASEL's five
competencies. From that work, I think that was a real successful level of achievement
from the committee.
Cooper highlighted the extent to which the targets were revised over time. Because SEL
standards represented a content area that was relatively new to the school community, it makes
sense that it would take some time to identify what teachers wanted students to know and be able
to do with respect to those standards. He characterized the committee’s work in developing a
SEL curriculum through articulation of learning targets as a “real successful level of
achievement.”
Scaling Learning Targets
Many interviewees talked about the importance of scaling learning targets. Participants
indicated that creating scales allowed them to clarify gradations of learning. Scales allowed
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them to communicate to students and parents about where students were functioning with respect
to each target. Cooper clarified the concept of “scaling” and explained how the committee
scaled SEL learning targets.
When I refer to scaling, basically what we were doing is creating a four-point rubric for
each learning target. We've had Marzano out a couple years. We've had a couple of his
readings that we've used and really it’s using the Marzano four-point scale where three is
the student is meeting that proficiency level of what is expected. The four is above and
beyond proficiency. If you're going down the scale, two is below proficiency, and one is
just unsatisfactory.
Cooper went on to say:
As our work continued with scaling these now-condensed versions of our targets, we
realized that that laundry list of targets that we originally created actually had different
levels of proficiency. Rather than 75 targets, we came up with a list of maybe 25 or so.
Those 75 things that we had talked about are still embedded in the scaled version of our
target. Really, we didn't get rid of them, we just reorganized them a little bit better. We
now have a scaled rubric for every learning target that we've created for social/emotional
learning. Then teachers and students can have a document that could then be used in
class to then reflect, to provide feedback, to help students understand where they
currently are and what they then need to do to achieve that higher level of proficiency
within a given learning target.
Cooper speaks to a professional development process that was happening across every
division school-wide. The entire school community was studying Robert Marzano’s work and
learning about how to scale learning targets (Marzano, 2010). The Steering Committee chose to
follow this same process for SEL. This gave teachers the framework they needed to understand
SEL as a content area. Cooper also mentioned the benefits of providing teachers with a scaled
rubric for every learning target. Teachers used these scales to help provide students with
feedback and to help them self-assess. If students earned a 2.0, for example, on a specific
learning target, teachers could help them gain the knowledge and skills needed to get to a 3.0
(meets expectations) or even to exceed expectations and possibly reach a 4.0.
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Kendall, the Mathematics Division director, also shared insight regarding the process of
scaling SEL learning targets:
Prior to this year, I don't think a lot of people understood what scaling was. I know that
in the math area, for instance, we had to deal with Common Core this year. I spent a lot
of time working on it and, as part of that, teachers began to understand what scaling
meant. Here's your lowest level that you expect to see your next one, here's the one that's
your goal and there are people that go beyond that. I think that the faculty as a whole is
growing just in knowledge of some of this new terminology and realizing what it is. I
think within our division as we presented, it's going to be a little easier to present because
they have gone through the Common Core, learned to scale and what that meant
regarding that, and now we can do it with regard to these behaviors. It'll make much
more sense, I think, to them when we do approach it firsthand.
Here Kendall spoke to the importance of teachers having experienced this curricular process
through implementation of the Common Core. She indicated that teachers learned to scale
through the Common Core. From her perspective, applying this same approach to SEL standards
was a helpful and meaningful approach for teachers.
Conducting a Curricular Audit
Once a list of SEL targets was developed, each division was asked to complete an audit
of their curriculum to identify whether they were already teaching any of the SEL targets. Next,
teachers were asked to specifically indicate whether they were implicitly or explicitly teaching
the target. The idea was that in order to assess and provide feedback regarding the SEL learning
targets, teachers needed to explicitly teach those targets. Cooper stated the following:
From there, it was a lot of sharing with divisions, but also more of, someone might say,
an administrative task or for all teams to complete by the end of the year where every
curriculum then had to look at SEL targets and identify which targets they explicitly
taught. That actually paralleled the curricular work that we were doing at the time.
We're really trying to have written articulated curriculum for all classes, broken down by
units identifying what type of targets they were. In that sense, it really paralleled nicely
with what we were doing with curriculum [school-wide].
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Cooper commented that the committee’s work with the SEL scales “actually paralleled
the curricular work that we were doing at the time.” This theme emerged throughout the
implementation process, and it represents important decision making on behalf of the committee.
Whenever possible, this district chose to implement SEL standards using the same processes that
were being used across content areas. This plan was strategic because it built upon knowledge
and experiences that were familiar to teachers and tapped into teachers’ expertise with
curriculum, instruction, and assessment.
Instruction
The Steering Committee spent some time helping teachers understand the difference
between explicit and implicit instruction. They viewed explicit instruction as concepts and skills
that teachers directly embedded within their curriculum, assessed, and reported on. They defined
implicit instruction as ideas or concepts they expected students to learn or absorb as part of the
learning community. Many teachers have long been thoughtfully and implicitly embedding SEL
concepts into their instructional practices, but they may have historically thought of this work as
classroom management or as attempts to create a positive climate in the classroom. As the
school community became more familiar with SEL standards and began to write learning targets,
they recognized that they had “already been teaching SEL” to some extent. However, there was
an acknowledgement that although they had been modeling or reinforcing SEL concepts and
skills through implicit instruction, they had not necessarily been explicitly teaching and assessing
SEL as a part of their curriculum. Cooper stated:
I think, too, that idea of what is explicitly taught versus maybe what is that underlying
curriculum or what we hope students will achieve versus what we are actually teaching.
We really got into that, implicit versus explicit.
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Implicit SEL Instruction
Andrew, an English teacher, shared his perspective about ways in which he implicitly
teaches SEL in his classes. His comments provide an example of something teachers may have
always been doing in their work with students but now see as a way of thoughtfully integrating
SEL skills into interactions with students. Andrew stated:
I’ll just give you a small example. Every day I stand outside the door before the class
period, and as students walk in I say, “Hello Susy, Hello Joe.” Whatever. That’s it. Just
“Good morning” or whatever. The philosophy behind that is very simple, and that is, I’m
recognizing you as a person. Coming into this classroom, we have some work to do
together, but the first thing that I want you to hear from me, and the first thing that I’m
communicating to you is you are a human being that needs to be recognized, and come in
here as a person. Everything else we do is important, but there’s a higher calling first,
and that is you are someone that needs to be acknowledged and that somebody’s saying
your name. I say a kid’s name every day when they walk through, and I try to call on
every kid at least once and make sure they speak publicly and so forth. That's very
important. It’s a small thing but it’s a way in which I’m modeling to students that there’s
a world that we’re beholden to, a relationship that’s not just a camp counselor. I’m not
trying to sell any of my colleagues short. I’m not saying that’s what they do. You know,
“I’m not your buddy, I’m not here just to make you feel good. This is not recreation time.
We’re going to work hard,” but I’ll tell them, you know, “One thing you do is
acknowledge people when they walk into a room.”
Although Andrew characterized this act as a “small thing,” his approach represents a thoughtful
and purposeful way of engaging with students. He models for students each and every day that
they should treat one another with respect and that they should engage with one another first and
foremost as human beings. In this relatively simple example, Andrew is implicitly teaching and
modeling responsible behavior, relationship-building skills, and social awareness.
Andrew shared another example of how he interacts with his students to help them
develop SEL competencies. He stated:
Teenagers need to be taught how to act in public, and it’s the adult’s responsibility to do
that. Teenagers, by virtue of their social proclivities, love to be together. Give them any
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occasion to be together, and they flourish. When you want them to all be on task, they
distract easily. One is very common: if some kid sneezes, everybody in the room joins in
a chorus of “God bless you.” It usually happens once a year, and I wait for the right time,
but I will say to the group, “I'm going to stop what we're doing now and explain to you
the way it works, why when someone sneezes only one person needs to say, ‘God bless
you,’ even though we're all inclined to do this.” I explain to them, “The reason that
you're inclined to do this is because you guys like to do things together. This chorus of
‘God bless you,’ it almost seems like we’re in the choir. We enjoy it, we feel more is
better. It’s not better. More is not better because what you’re doing is, is you’re
changing the whole focus of what we’re doing here. You’re sort of sucking your energy
away from whatever you should be doing to acknowledge some kid sneezing. I realize
who you are, but ‘God bless you,’ a kid sneezing is not recess, okay? Even though we
want it to be recess, it’s not recess. I will tell you when it’s recess time, and now is not
the time.” Kids need to be taught that. It’s a small thing. It’s not punitive. That’s why
you wait for the right time. You say, “This is what it means.” Or, if a kid has to leave
the room, why do we close the door quietly? Just small things, but by recognizing that
there are behaviors that are appropriate to a public place, and yes, it influences how we
dress, how we present ourselves, and it all begins with how we, you and I, Kim, present
ourselves as adults. Then it goes a long way. I don’t legislate dress code. Kids will ask
me, “Should I dress up?” Like when we do a public speaking thing. I’d never tell them
what to wear to class but I do say, “If you want to be taken seriously then you take
yourself seriously.” That's the way it works.
Although this serves as an example of implicit SEL instruction, it’s clear that Andrew moves to
some extent from implicit to explicit. He is not just modeling for students what he expects from
them, he is also embedding “life lessons” and helping students see “the way it works.”
Several teachers talked about Kagan strategies as a way to implicitly embed SEL
instruction into their teaching practices. Kagan Cooperative Learning Structures support student
engagement by providing structured ways for students to interact in a cooperative, working
group (Kagan, 2001). Kagan strategies help create a sense of community among learners and
integrate concepts such as active listening and relationship-building skills. The strategies are
also a method for ensuring that all members of a classroom community actively participate in a
lesson or discussion. When asked about instructional strategies to support SEL, Lourdes stated:
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We use Kagan Cooperative Learning. I’d say the majority of our teachers have been
formally trained in Kagan Cooperative Learning. It’s based upon principles that are
really nicely aligned with SEL, creating interdependence, accountability, while also
having those interpersonal skills. Working on collaborative interpersonal skill
development to teach content. A lot of people, if you say, “How do you teach SEL?”
they will immediately say, “Kagan, I teach it through Kagan.”
Lourdes went on to say:
I don’t know if that’s true. I’m not sure how to say this…It's how you work through
things using SEL, it's not the instruction of SEL, if that makes sense. You're not
specifically teaching SEL, but rather Kagan is a vehicle by which you would continue
with the SEL principles during class. It supports the competencies through structures that
also help to teach content or to process content.
Lourdes’s comments help clarify that Kagan does not offer a target-by-target approach or
an explicit SEL curriculum. Rather, Kagan provides a methodology that allows a teacher to
model, provide structure for, and implicitly teach SEL competencies. When asked to provide
examples of Kagan structures that support SEL, Lourdes stated:
I would say, there’s a lot. You could do Talking Chips. Talking Chips teaches kids how
to take turns in listening. It would be working on those active listening skills. Let’s see,
what else? A Fan-N-Pick. Fan-N-Pick, again, teaches kids how to listen and then
formulate questions based on what they heard. It’s, again, working on those active
listening strategies. It also has that whole “being kind within a conversation.” How do
you maintain a conversation and make sure that your comments are based on what you
heard and then vice versa, allowing for equal talk time within a conversation.
Talking Chips are a simple Kagan structure where each student in a small group is given
a chip or token of some kind. Teachers provide a prompt that requires students to share a
perspective or to contribute to a discussion around a topic. When a student places his or her
token in the center of the group/table, that student has the opportunity to speak and the other
students in the group are expected to practice active listening skills. Once students use their
chip, they don’t talk again until their tablemates have each had a turn. After all students in a
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small group have participated, students pick up their chips and begin another round of
discussion. This strategy implicitly teaches several social and emotional learning competencies,
such as using self-management skills or impulse control to wait and listen to others. It implicitly
teaches respectful behavior by providing a structure to practice listening skills. It also implicitly
teaches that all members of a group are important and should have a voice in the discussion.
Tracey, a special education teacher, also discussed Kagan strategies as an instructional
technique to embed SEL. She stated:
I know that a few of our teachers have gone through the Kagan learning, and I’m one of
those teachers. I use a lot of Kagan strategies, and Kagan strategies incorporate a lot of
the SEL competencies. I don’t want to call it group work, but it’s student engagement.
Everybody has equal participation. Some students are uncomfortable speaking up in a
group. I do believe that the Kagan strategies let their voices be heard.
When asked to say more about Kagan structures that she uses in her classroom, Tracey shared:
There are many, many Kagan strategies. Possibly a teacher would have a group of four,
and the students would have a series of questions. Then to have 100% engagement, what
all the students would do is write down their answer to the question and then just put it on
the table. And another time it would be talk to your shoulder partner and discuss this
topic. Kagan has students listening, actively listening. It has them writing. It even has
them moving around.
Tracey’s comments provide additional examples of ways in which Kagan structures can
be used to create a community of learners in which all students are engaged, actively participate,
respectfully listen, and thoughtfully consider the topic at hand. These structures can be used in
any content area or in any class where students are expected to work cooperatively with one
another.
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Explicitly Teaching SEL
The SEL Steering Committee worked extensively with the Curriculum Committee to help
create a vision for explicitly teaching SEL. Explicit instruction utilized specific learning targets
as curriculum and provided opportunities for assessment and student feedback. Jacob explained,
“Some teachers in some divisions at the beginning of a lesson each day would identify, okay,
here are the specific learning targets we're going to be addressing. Some of those would be
content/subject specific and maybe one of them would be a SEL-related target.” As Jacob
implied, some divisions were further along in their SEL implementation journey than others.
The divisions or curricular departments represented here were particularly engaged in the SEL
initiative. Below are examples of explicit SEL instruction in (a) English/communication arts, (b)
mathematics, (c) fine arts, and (d) physical education.
SEL in English/communication arts. Communication arts teachers helped advance the
SEL initiative in this school in many ways. Teachers found that they could authentically
integrate SEL into their content instruction. They reviewed English standards and looked for
opportunities to integrate SEL learning targets. Jacob, Assistant Principal for Building
Operations and Program Supports, spoke broadly about ways in which SEL was being embedded
in communication arts. He stated:
I think there were pockets of really interesting and innovative things happening around
the SEL initiative. For example, in the Communication Arts Division there were some
teachers who really took this and ran with it and were really embedding it in very natural
and logical ways into their content and teaching the skills and weaving in assessment and
giving kids feedback about their skills and asking kids to self-assess and for kids to assess
one another and give each other feedback.
When asked to provide an example, Jacob stated:
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Just generally what I recall is that they would be reading a novel, for example, and I don't
remember which one in particular it was. Then there were the experiences of the
characters, the interactions among the characters, the conflicts that were arising as a
result of those interactions. The teacher would ask his students, for example, the attempt
to analyze situations from [a] character’s different point of view through the lens of social
awareness and then there would be opportunities for the kids to write about that and
dialogue about that. I remember going into his class a couple of times and then the kids
would be talking about those specific examples through that SEL lens and then myself
and some of the other people, some from Student Services who came in, would then be
giving the kids feedback about how they were interpreting the character’s positions and
how they were communicating with each other about those interpretations.
Jacob’s comments provide insight as to what SEL instruction looked like in some
communication arts/English classes. Teachers were able to integrate SEL into their curriculum
by using the content generated in literature. Great literary works often include deeply
meaningful relationships among characters. Often characters are struggling or are engaged in an
internal and/or external conflict of some kind. Teachers were able to use this content to teach
about self-awareness, social awareness, relationship skills, responsible decision making, and selfmanagement.
Andrew, an English teacher, shared examples of ways in which he explicitly teaches and
assesses SEL. He stated:
Take a book, To Kill a Mockingbird. You'll state a question that, “All right, when Atticus
Finch does X, the preeminent lawyer, perfect man ..., when Atticus Finch does X in front
of his adversary, how is he modeling this SEL standard?” Or you can ask that kind of
question building on a short answer; you know, “How is it an example of selfmanagement or interpersonal skills?” That is something that is explicit. I think that’s
probably the most common thing.
To Kill a Mockingbird is a well-known text that deals with themes of deeply ingrained
racism and diverse social perspectives. Andrew likely used the text to teach students important
literacy standards such as identifying and analyzing central ideas or themes in a text.
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Concurrently, he was able to explicitly teach SEL learning targets developed by the district such
as: I demonstrate respect for all people regardless of differences. I analyze the origins and
negative effects of stereotypes and prejudice, and I demonstrate empathy for others.
Andrew continued:
The other one that I mentioned is that they’ll see a situation where you have a scenario
playing out. Kids will be given an example like, I’m just making this up again, but you
know, somebody reads a text message that their friend is going to do something
controversial. Sort of a moral dilemma. “What are you going to do about that? What are
you going to do?” Then again, “What SEL standards are being explicitly [expressed]
from that, what SEL standards are addressed here? This is the decision a person made.
She’s going to tell on her friend. In what way does that exhibit this particular standard?”
That’s the kind of specific assessments that I have seen.
In this example, Andrew was asking students to demonstrate the SEL skills of perspective taking
and responsible decision making. He was asking students to imagine that they were in a
particular scenario that required them to thoughtfully consider multiple perspectives and make a
challenging decision regarding a moral dilemma. He provided scenarios that allowed students to
think through and reflect upon social nuances involved in a delicate situation. Both of Andrew’s
examples provide powerful illustrations of how specific SEL learning targets can be embedded
into content-area curriculum.
SEL in mathematics. Teachers in the Mathematics Division also became strong leaders
in the SEL initiative. Their leadership was in part due to the fact that the Assistant Principal for
Teaching and Learning was formerly the chair of the division. She had a vision for SEL, and she
was able to mobilize many highly motivated teachers in her division. Mathematics teachers
embedded SEL targets and also integrated a research-based SEL curriculum into their algebra
course.
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I think there were other divisions like mathematics, for example, and our Algebra
Enriched course where absolutely we're teaching kids SEL-related concepts and
competencies with respect to mindset and perseverance and how our attitude contributes
to our willingness to stick with something. Probably the one that I have observed would
be in the Algebra Enriched. Some of that is due to choosing a curriculum that has it
embedded in there. There's a component in the course that is founded in a research of
Carol Dweck’s mindsets. Several years ago, we knew that we wanted to bring some of
that in and teach kids some of these SEL because we felt that a big part of their struggle
in math was their dispositions and the way they approached math and the way they
thought about it. We thought if we could bring in and help them better understand what
learning looks like, understand what effort looks like, and understand how to set goals,
monitor their progress, work together with each other, all these kinds of things, that not
only would it benefit math, but it'd benefit across the curriculum.
Lisa’s comments demonstrate the thinking and philosophies that supported SEL
implementation. Teachers in this division noticed over time that students who struggled in
mathematics often had a long history of difficulties in this content area. Their history of
difficulties negatively affected how they felt about learning math concepts. Students who
struggled often gave up easily and made negative self-statements about their abilities.
Mathematics teachers decided to focus on the SEL target, “I demonstrate perseverance and
adaptability when faced with challenges.” The teachers helped normalize the idea that learning
is difficult and that effort greatly impacts outcomes. This approach seemed to help develop a
sense of positive self-efficacy or a “can-do” attitude within the students.
Lisa explained how this was addressed within a particular algebra course:
Initially, the component we wanted, called “the academic youth development,” was
designed for just a summer course for some kids. We told those who own that
curriculum that we were embedding it throughout the year. They agreed to work with us
and our teachers created some stuff…What it does is it takes an Algebra I curriculum and
it is embedded throughout. Kids are taught about the brand; they're taught that mental
effort is the same. They're taught about what learning looks like, what struggling looks
like; what do you do when you struggle? How do you reflect on your learning not just on
the content, but how you learn, how you think that whole metacognition piece, so all
those pieces are embedded?
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She went on to discuss data that supported the effectiveness of this course.
I know the first year we implemented it we looked at the final exam results for those kids
[who] were considered to be in a low-level algebra class and compare it to those in the
regular level or the C level, the one that wasn’t ... I’ll clarify, we compared it to those that
were supposed to be in a regular-level class with a different curriculum and they far
outperformed them. It wasn’t comparing apples and apples, but we were able to compare
subtest areas like writing equations of lines and some of those things with the regularalgebra kids. Again, they weren’t the same assessment items, but they were
outperforming those kids in some of those key subareas as well.
The implications of Lisa’s comments here are important. Students who participated in
the algebra class that embedded a SEL curriculum outperformed students who participated in a
regular, at-level algebra course on similar assessment items. When queried further, Lisa
indicated that teachers’ perceptions were that the SEL component of the curriculum made all the
difference. She stated that the SEL components supported student learning and helped increase
student achievement.
SEL in fine arts. “I should note and let you know that as part of the Fine Arts Division,
we feel that social/emotional learning is inherently part of our discipline” (Cooper, Director of
Fine Arts).
The Fine Arts director shared many examples of how SEL has been embraced by teachers
in his division and integrated into their curriculum. His comments above speak to the integral
nature of SEL within the Fine Arts Division. When asked to elaborate on his thinking, Cooper
stated:
For example, in order to be a good actor, the work is an ensemble that has direct
relationship with social awareness and with relationship skills. Under social awareness
and relationship skills, the objective is, “I work collaboratively with others,” and it says,
“I invite and apply feedback from others.” Something like that might fall under [the]
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individual arts realm of, how does this relate to the critique process? How does this
relate to sharing your artwork?
Cooper provided a number of examples to this effect. He was able to explicitly share
several SEL learning targets and discuss how they aligned with the curriculum in various fine
arts classes. He went on to discuss how teachers in PLCs in his division worked with the SEL
learning targets to create a division-wide goal regarding SEL.
We are a department of five teachers and we must have about 26 different classes that we
offer. As we were thinking about smart goals, we’re trying to determine a goal that we
can all focus on with very different content. As we discussed and reflected on the work
of the SEL committee, we determined that we would work on students’ ability to
accurately self-assess themselves as artists and the work that they create and then identify
strengths in their work, areas of growth, weaknesses and then set goals to achieve better
results, which comes into that [SEL target], "I can persevere.” We had teams develop
very specific rubrics… We asked students to then self-assess themselves for every project
throughout the year while the teacher was assessing the project as well. The teacher and
student would then conference and compare notes and that would allow the teacher to
find discrepancies between where they really are, what is this individual student really
not seeing? Maybe they're seeing that they're better than they are and maybe they're
seeing that they're weaker than they are, they're being too hard on themselves.
Cooper’s comments regarding his division’s smart goals really speak to the extent to
which SEL was embedded in the Fine Arts division. They went beyond aligning SEL targets to
content-area targets. They set division-wide goals regarding how SEL could be embedded in all
of their courses. Teachers were able to select SEL objectives and learning targets that were
naturally connected to their content. Cooper went on to describe how this SEL goal around
helping students self-assess actually helped teachers improve their instruction.
The interesting thing about this goal is while it definitely directs to social/emotional
learning and the student’s ability. ... It also really helped us focus on our instruction.
Because in order for a student to self-reflect on their strengths and their areas for growth
for a project, the student has to have a clear understanding of what is the project, what are
the criteria for the project and what are our expectations in the standards for this project?
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There was a great dialogue in norm setting: how are we going to introduce these projects?
How are we going to help students understand what we expect? How are we going to
show them and provide examples of what is quality work and what is low-quality work?
How can we bring in what activities effectively and successfully engage students in
dialogue to think about that? What are our questioning strategies? Really, it had a really
good spin-off of some other really thoughtful conversations.
As stated previously, the Fine Arts Division clearly made extensive efforts to embed SEL
within their content area. They embraced the notion that SEL standards and their content-area
standards were interconnected and that one supported the other. They engaged in powerful
conversations within their PLC and division meetings that resulted in greater clarity regarding
instructional goals and objectives and helped clarify expectations and learning outcomes for
students. According to the Fine Arts director, teachers’ work around embedding SEL into their
content actually improved their instruction.
SEL in physical education. Many physical education teachers in this district were natural
advocates for SEL. During a staff development session, P.E. teachers spoke informally about the
social and emotional vulnerabilities some students experience in P.E. classes. Their comments
coincided with Lu and Buchanan’s (2014) argument that P.E. is a particularly important area in
which to address SEL skills. Many students thrive in P.E. classes in part due to a strong aptitude
for physical pursuits, skill and interest in team sports, athletic ability, and overall positive selfesteem. Other students struggle with negative self-esteem, poor body image, physical
limitations, or simply aren’t athletically inclined. Some students have experienced teasing or
bullying related to these issues, and their anxiety can be exacerbated in a large P.E. setting. As
such, P.E. courses provide important opportunities to teach students about self-awareness, social
awareness, relationship skills, self-management, and responsible decision-making skills.
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The Physical Welfare Division director emerged not only as an advocate for SEL but also
as a leader of the SEL committee. She stated that she views SEL learning standards as being
inseparable from P.E. content-area standards. Specifically, Mary stated:
Many of our state national Standards for Health and Physical Education are
social/emotional learning competencies….The sportsmanship, the team work, working
[cooperatively] with others, all those interpersonal skills. That’s our content, and how the
education can be a whole unit of social/mental/emotional health, relationship skills, the
lifecycle unit, it’s all social/emotional learning. As a division it’s evolving, it’s hard to
separate .... There’s no need to separate out social/emotional learning, so really working
on that concept of how do you help to be explicit to kids about the things you want them
to learn, how to be explicit about the feedback to them and give them opportunities to
grow.
Mary stated that there is “no need to separate” out the SEL standards. As such, P.E. teachers in
this district have worked to more explicitly embed SEL standards into their courses. They’ve
also focused on assessing and supporting student self-assessment. They embrace the thinking
expressed by Lu and Buchanan, that physical education classes provide an incredible “realworld” environment for teaching, assessing and providing feedback on social and emotional
skills.
In summary, SEL instruction in this district was both implicit and explicit. Teachers used
a number of instructional strategies, such as Kagan Cooperative Learning Structures, to
implicitly embed SEL concepts into their classroom environments. These strategies supported
student engagement and helped create a positive community of learners. Teachers also explicitly
integrated district-created SEL learning targets into their subject-specific or content-area
curricula. Whenever possible, they provided students with feedback regarding their SEL skills.
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Assessment
Participants spoke at length about assessing SEL. Assessment came up in every
interview, every focus group, and was the highlight at the staff development session I observed.
Assessment was often discussed as a major challenge to full SEL implementation. However, it
was also discussed as related to student self-assessment, using scales to provide students with
formative feedback, and the standards-based grading and reporting initiative. I specifically focus
on these aspects of assessment in this section. I’ve elected to separately discuss assessment as an
implementation challenge in Part Four of this chapter because I see it as a broader theme related
to the implementation process itself.
Bar-On EQ
The Bar-On EQ is a self-report assessment instrument that was designed to assess the
Bar-On model of emotional-social intelligence (Bar-On, 2004). It specifically assesses (a)
intrapersonal skills including self-awareness and self-expression, (b) interpersonal skills
including social awareness and interpersonal relationships, (c) stress management skills
including emotional management and regulation, (d) adaptability including reality testing,
flexibility, and problem-solving skills, and (e) general mood including measures of happiness
and optimism. Although the Bar-On model of emotional-social intelligence is not identical to
CASEL’s model of five social and emotional competencies, committee members found that it
was closely aligned, and they believed it was the most helpful self-report instrument available.
They also found that the feedback they received from students was meaningful in that it
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identified students who needed intervention, and it was a powerful learning tool for students to
self-assess their own SEL competencies.
Jacob, Assistant Principal for Operations and Special Programs, shared the following:
Within Student Services, there are a number of different ways we assessed social and
emotional learning. There was an instrument we implemented. How we went about
implementing this and who we implemented it with changed over the years, but there was
a time where all of our students were taking the Bar-On EQ at least once a year, in some
cases twice a year, and they were given feedback. That was a self-assessment. Selfassessments are only as good as the self-awareness of the people who are completing
them. They were given feedback about their perceptions of their skills in a number of
different categories which were loosely connected to the SEL competencies. Not exactly
connected but loosely connected. Then we were also just beginning to talk about ways to
assess, in a formative way, the skills and competencies that were being explicitly taught
in the classroom.
As Jacob mentioned, the district’s use of this assessment instrument changed over time. The
Bar-On EQ was administered by school counselors, and the data was used to help provide
students with feedback regarding their social and emotional skills and identify students who may
need more support. This data was also reviewed annually to determine whether students were
reporting a positive change in their SEL skills and competencies. Although changes could not be
scientifically linked to the SEL initiative, the data reportedly suggest a positive correlation
between SEL instruction and students’ improved perception of their own SEL skills. Use of the
Bar-On EQ will be explored further when I discuss findings regarding school counselors’ role in
SEL implementation.
Although the Bar-On EQ was a relatively easy-to-administer instrument that provided
helpful feedback regarding students’ self-perceptions, it did not explicitly assess SEL learning
targets that were being taught across curricular areas. As such, the Bar-On EQ was only one part
of a broader continuum of assessments related to SEL. When asked how students were assessed
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within the classroom and how those assessments were integrated with content assessments, many
participants discussed the district’s work around standards-based grading and reporting, the
importance of formative assessment, and the use of scales.
Standards-Based Grading and Reporting, Formative Assessment, and Use of Scales
Standards-based grading and reporting allows teachers to provide students and parents
with great clarity around expected learning outcomes (Ainsworth & Viegut, 2006). In standardsbased grading and reporting environments, students are not given a traditional letter grade.
Rather their assessments are aligned to standards or specific learning targets, and their “grade” is
an indicator of proficiency with respect to a specific standard or target. When teacher teams
develop proficiency scales for learning targets, they have better clarity around what each target
means and what proficiency looks like. Additionally, scales provide valuable information to
students because they help communicate where students are in reaching proficiency on a
particular learning target (Bailey, Jakicic, & Spiller, 2014).
When asked about how the district is assessing SEL learning targets, Mary stated:
That’s been the million-dollar question, it’s been really working through a lot. As the
school is having conversations about what standards-based grading and reporting looks
like, it’s becoming more clear to be able to give students feedback on their
social/emotional competencies. Creating those scales this year has been invaluable.…
being able to put a finger on where students fall within this gradation of their
understanding and giving that language to say, “This is where the student is at on the
scale.”
Lisa, Assistant Principal for Teaching and Learning, also talked about the importance of
creating scaled learning targets.
That’s where the scaling comes in because as we talked about in the steering committee,
if we want teachers to explicitly teach it, then they need to know what it is, what’s the
learning target and then what does that look like. The scales were also designed around
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the assessment, not just the instruction, but the assessment. So how do you get feedback
for explicitly teaching? I want kids to make progress and growth; what does that look
like?
Lisa makes an important comment regarding how the scales were created. Committee members
developed scales with the end in mind. They wanted to write scaled targets that would
communicate gradations of understanding. In other words, they wanted the scales themselves to
articulate where students were at in their learning relative to a particular target. Participants
explained that scales were used to support and clarify curriculum, instruction, and assessment
practices.
Using scaled learning targets to support formative assessment was a major focus of staff
development efforts. SEL assessment was often framed through the lens of the school’s
formative assessment initiative. During one staff development session, SEL Steering Committee
leaders presented the five “musts” of formative feedback:
1. Must provide effective feedback.
2. Must involve students in their own learning.
3. Must allow for adjustments in instruction based on assessment results.
4. Must increase motivation and promote a growth mindset.
5. Must directly outline how to improve.
This focus on formative assessment helped provide a framework for teachers as they
worked to assess students’ SEL skills. Jacob, Assistant Principal, explained how teachers used
assessment data. He stated:
I think the place we wanted to get to with respect [to] SEL and assessment is that it’s not
a test kids take. It's an ongoing process where the content is being taught, assessment is
being done, feedback is being given to students and then what we look at is what's the
target, where are the students at right now with respect to either their understanding of the
target or their ability to perform the skills and then their gap between where they are and
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where we want them to be. The next question is what do we need to do as educators,
teachers to help students close the gap between where they are and where they want to be?
That process really mirrors the formative assessment process generally.
Jacob’s comments highlight the district’s philosophy on assessing SEL. They strongly
believed that the purpose of assessing SEL should be to provide students with growth-producing
feedback. They also saw assessment as an “ongoing process” rather than a specific test that
happens during a moment in time. Mary discussed the importance of formative feedback and
how this can be applied to SEL:
Formative feedback has been a huge initiative at our school. That would directly
correlate, providing students with the type of feedback that they need in order to know
where they're going and how to get there. If their self-management skills are not up to
par, then providing them with that language and ways in which they can adjust their
behavior or to grow within that capacity.
Participants explained that scales were used to support formative assessment and to
provide student feedback. Tables 4, 5 and 6 are examples of scales developed by the SEL
Steering Committee and presented to the broader SEL Curriculum Committee. The scales
presented here are a work in draft form. These learning targets are all related to the Intrapersonal
skills standard and share a common objective: I demonstrate skills related to achieving personal
and academic goals. Committee members then created scales for each of these learning targets.
EXAMPLE 1: Under the Intrapersonal skills standard, committee members wrote, “I
demonstrate skills related to achieving personal and academic goals. This standard
includes the following 3.0 learning targets.
I describe and provide evidence of my strengths and areas for growth.
I implement specific action steps to achieve my goals.
I demonstrate perseverance and adaptability when faced with challenges.

67
Table 4
Intrapersonal Skills Standard Learning Target: Identifies Strengths and Areas for Growth
Score

Scale

4.0

I take steps that foster my
strengths and improve my
areas for growth.

3.0

I describe and provide
evidence of my strengths
and areas for growth.

2.0

I describe my strengths and
areas for growth and with
support can provide
evidence of both.

1.0

I need help when describing
my strengths and areas for
growth.

Possible observable
behaviors/examples

Accurate reflections with
evidence to support
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Table 5
Intrapersonal Skills Standard Learning Target: Evaluates/Monitors Progress Toward Goals

Score

Scale

4.0

I evaluate and monitor my
progress toward my goals
and adjust as needed.

3.0

I implement specific
action steps to achieve my
goals.

2.0

I create a plan to achieve
my goals.

1.0

I create goals for myself.

Possible observable
behaviors/examples
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Table 6
Intrapersonal Skills Standard Learning Target: Demonstrates Perseverance and Adaptability

Score

Scale

4.0

I adjust my strategies, goals
and projects to work
effectively with ambiguity,
unexpected events, and
changing priorities.

3.0

I demonstrate
perseverance and
adaptability when faced
with challenges.

2.0

I need encouragement to
persevere and adapt when
faced with challenges.

1.0

Even with encouragement, I
do not persevere or adapt
when faced with challenges.

Possible observable
behaviors/examples

Student completes revisions
when allowed, keeps
working on a problem when
stuck.

70
Again, these scales represent committee work product at the time. Additional “possible
observable behaviors” have been added at each scaled level to help teachers identify expectations
for student learning. (See Appendix E for a complete record of draft standards, objectives,
learning targets and scales. Note that the district has continued to revise SEL targets and scales
since this research was conducted.) When asked how these scales were being used to support
student learning and to provide feedback, Mary stated:
We’ve been using that common language, having rubrics of the social/emotional learning
competencies where appropriate, working through how to report out on student behavior,
doing a lot of students’ self-assessment of where they think they fall within that gradation
of understanding on the scale. The teacher is then able to assess that. First they have
conversations with students if they differentiate between where the students think they
are and where they think they are.
Here Mary discussed how teachers used the scales to conference with students regarding their
self-assessment and the teachers’ assessment. When teachers and students differed in their
assessment of a student’s learning, they engaged in powerful conversations around those
differences. This often led to greater understandings and greater awareness for both teachers and
students.
Cooper, Director of Fine Arts, also commented on how teachers conference with students
to provide feedback regarding SEL. Cooper stated:
In dance, we do a lot of things where students then self-reflect and report on their social/
emotional learning. They are given very specific rubrics about their self-awareness,
about their self-management, relationship skills, social awareness and responsible
decision making. Students are expected to provide evidence on why they rate themselves
on whatever target and whatever level of proficiency that they mark themselves on.
Students self-assess periodically throughout the year. Teachers then meet with students
to talk about a lot of those items; because we are standards-based grading, students are
able to go onto Infinite Campus to see their report cards or how they're being graded in
their grade books. Students will receive a four, three, two, or one based on that and there
are spots for comments that teachers can provide feedback for social/emotional learning.
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Cooper went on to say:
What we’ve seen and truly believe in that’s really the great thing about standards-based
grading [is] this isn’t necessarily an average of your demonstration of learning throughout
the semester. Your eventual grade, your culminating grade, will be determined at the
point when you leave class. We really like this idea because really it promotes growth. It
promotes opportunities for learning, it provides opportunities for students; if they can't
demonstrate proficiency at some point, there’s cycles and more opportunities to continue
to demonstrate proficiency.
Cooper’s comments truly articulate the district’s commitment to helping students grow
and achieve. His comments suggest that learning isn’t some something that starts and stops
throughout a unit or a course. Rather, it is a cumulative and ongoing process of inquiry,
discovery, and critical thinking.
In summary, this district created scaled learning targets to support instruction and guide
assessment. Learning targets aligned with a four-point scale allowed teachers to communicate
gradations of understanding. Scales helped teachers provide growth-producing feedback to
students.
Part Two: School Culture
I think that SEL is just naturally embedded in the overall culture of the school. SEL has
really been embedded in everything we’ve done. (Cooper, Director of Fine Arts)
SEL committee members intentionally worked to embed SEL into the fabric of their
school’s culture. Committee members and other stakeholders created a SEL vision statement
that is included in the student handbook. School leaders also explicitly embedded SEL in the
district’s overall goals, vision and values. Furthermore, leaders made efforts to reflect SEL
competencies in their policies, programs, and practices. In this section, I will review the school’s
SEL vision statements, and I will share participants’ perspectives regarding the programs and
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practices that they considered strong influences on school culture, including (a) freshman
orientation, (b) the freshman mentor program, (c) the school-wide privilege system, and (d) the
mentor study program.
SEL Vision Statement
SEL committee members established a vision statement that explicitly recognizes “the
importance of developing community members who are socially and emotionally competent.”
Below is the SEL vision statement:
An exemplary learning community recognizes the importance of developing community
members who are socially and emotionally competent. This development occurs through
teaching, modeling and reinforcing knowledge, attitudes, and skills so that all children
and adults grow in their ability to: (1) recognize and manage emotions, (2) set and
achieve goals, (3) demonstrate caring and concern for others, (4) establish and maintain
positive relationships, (5) make responsible decisions, (6) handle interpersonal situations
effectively. In such a school: The community (students, faculty, staff, and parents)
continuously learns and applies the social and emotional learning (SEL) competencies.
The adults (administration, staff, parents) use, model, and reinforce SEL competencies.
Students also apply their SEL competencies not just in the classroom, but also in their cocurricular activities, outside activities, and personal lives. Administration and staff infuse
SEL competencies and applications into their curricular and co-curricular programs.
Administration and staff share best practices of SEL curriculum and activities with their
colleagues. In their daily activities with students and student groups, administration and
staff continually assess students’ abilities to apply SEL competencies. Administration
and staff refer students to other resources such as Student Support Teams when students
struggle with applying SEL competencies. Parents model SEL competencies and use
these skills in their daily interaction with their children. Ongoing training for applying
SEL competencies and support is available for staff and parents.
This vision statement includes collective commitments for all members of the learning
community to “continuously learn and apply SEL competencies.” These commitments include
adults modeling and reinforcing SEL competencies, infusing these competencies into their
curriculum, sharing best practices for teaching SEL with their colleagues, continually assessing
students’ SEL competencies, and referring students for resources when they struggle to apply
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SEL competencies. The SEL vision statement set the tone and established norms around how
community members would interact and engage with SEL. Jacob, Assistant Principal, talked
about this process:
I mentioned before that one of our district goals was related to social and emotional
learning and helping our kids increase their skills and competencies. We developed a
SEL vision statement, which we communicated to the broader school community in a
number of different ways. Then, we rewrote the school's vision statement and as part of
that process, a lot of SEL language was embedded. Our mission, success for every
student, can be interpreted as academic success, but we interpreted it as success in all
different aspects of the students’ lives: socially, emotionally, academically, behaviorally.
Jacob’s comment regarding how the SEL vision statement relates to the school’s mission
statement is important. SEL committee members worked diligently to redefine success. As
Jacob mentioned, some stakeholders may have directly related success to academic success or to
a high grade-point average or high test scores. However, school leaders and SEL advocates
helped the school community think about success differently. SEL committee members taught
students and families that academic skills plus strong social and emotional learning competencies
lead to success in both school and life. This thinking permeated school culture. Expectations for
students, teachers, and parents were that they would reflect upon and work to improve their own
SEL competencies and that they would engage with one another in a way that demonstrated high
regard for these skills.
Freshman Orientation
The freshman orientation program was developed collaboratively over several years to
provide clear expectations for student learning and behavior and to introduce incoming freshmen
to the school’s culture. Students were taught that each of the five SEL competencies were
essential for success in high school and beyond. All freshmen watched a video developed by
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deans, school counselors, teachers, and administrators that focused on the role of social and
emotional learning. Jacob, Assistant Principal, talked about how they addressed SEL
competencies during orientation.
At the beginning of every school year, we required our students to go through an
orientation, and as part of that orientation process, we definitely addressed the SEL
initiative. We talked about the importance of students developing the five competencies,
and we defined those competencies for the kids. We gave them examples of what it
looks like when a student is demonstrating those competencies in situations and when
they're not. We also tied that to our system of reward and consequences.
Participants suggested that the orientation program helped incoming students connect
what they knew about SEL from their elementary and middle school experiences with what they
would be expected to know and demonstrate at high school. Much like the school’s vision and
mission statements, freshman orientation also helped to expose and acclimate students to the
culture of their learning community.
Freshman Mentor Program
According to participants, the Freshman Mentor Program (FMP) served as an important
vehicle for teaching, modeling, and reinforcing SEL competencies. Participants explained that
FMP served as an advisory period for all freshmen. FMP took place during half of the students’
lunch period. Highly trained student leaders served as mentors and helped freshman students
transition and acclimate into high-school life. FMP classes were taught by teachers and student
leaders and were scheduled by counselors. As such, school counselors were able to provide
group guidance lessons for freshmen in these advisory classes.
Lourdes, a classroom teacher, talked about how FMP helps infuse SEL competencies and
influences school culture. She stated:
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I think that kids quickly learn that our norms and the school culture holds true to
principles of SEL in terms of demonstrating respect for one another, trying to teach kids
self-management skills by giving them responsibilities, giving them opportunities to selfmanage. I feel like the FMP program really tries to teach those kids, within their first
year, a lot of the SEL competencies.
Lisa, Assistant Principal for Teaching and Learning, also commented on the role of FMP. She
stated:
Our freshman mentoring program is designed as a way to transition freshmen into high
school and support them because this is a big place. The counselor comes in one day a
week for about 25 minutes. That counselor is the counselor for all the kids in that room.
It’s also a way for the counselors to know their students. Throughout the year, they talk
with them about many things. They talk with them about course selection. They talk
with them about studying for finals. They talk with them good study habits. They talk
with them about SEL.
Lisa commented briefly about the role of school counselors within the FMP program. This will
be discussed in greater detail in the next section. Lisa went on to discuss other ways in which
SEL was embedded in school culture. She stated:
One strategy has been to have those supportive people in kids’ lives [and] make sure to
use the language of SEL, helping kids to make connections between the conversation in
their dean’s office and the explicit target that’s maybe being taught in their math class so
they start to hear that same message.
Lisa’s comments above described the intentional approach district leaders took to help
build connections around SEL. They wanted students to hear from their counselor, dean, parents
and teachers about the importance of SEL. They wanted to ensure that the common language
they worked so hard to establish was being used with students and that SEL concepts were
reinforced.
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School-Wide Privilege System
Several participants talked about the school’s privilege system as an influencer of school
culture. In his role as assistant principal, Jacob also provided support and supervision for the
deans. As such, he spoke at length about how the school’s school-wide privilege system
reflected SEL competencies.
I think in the world of discipline, our philosophy of “positive not punitive,” where
students can earn increasing privileges over time based upon good grades and good
behavior, I think that system does a nice job at reinforcing the SEL competencies we
want kids to learn.
When asked to describe the privilege system in more detail, Jacob stated:
Freshmen students really have very few privileges. They can have a full lunch period on
Fridays if they have good grades and stay out of the dean’s office. Then over time, based
upon their behavior and their grades, they can earn increasing privileges. For example,
sophomores can earn a full lunch period if, during the second semester of their freshman
year, they don’t have any Ds or Fs on their report card and if they don’t have any
disciplinary consequences of a Saturday school or greater from the dean. Then kids’
behavior and grades are closely monitored on an ongoing basis like good parenting. If a
kid makes a mistake, they might lose a privilege for a short period of time, but if they
then once again make good choices and get good grades, they can earn that privilege back.
That system, that process continues throughout their four years and then by senior year, if
they’re doing good things and making good choices, then they have lots of freedom and
lots of privileges that most kids at most other schools don't have.
Jacob likens the school’s privilege system to good parenting. This common-sense
approach to rewarding students for good behavior while simultaneously teaching students selfmanagement skills and responsible decision-making skills was highly effective. When students
did make mistakes, deans used SEL language to talk with them about their choices and decisionmaking skills. When students lost privileges, they had an opportunity to earn them back at a
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later time. Deans worked with students to help them understand that bad choices led to
consequences, but that these choices didn’t preclude them from making better decisions moving
forward.
Mentor Study
This school district was known for having a well-developed Response to Intervention
(RTI) program. Response to Intervention includes a three-tier system of increasingly intensive
interventions designed to support students (Tilly et al., 1999). Tier One supports are provided to
all students. Tier Two supports are more intensive services provided to small groups of
identified students, and Tier Three supports are even more intensive services provided to
individual students. In order to recognize their mission of success for every student, this district
provided both academic and social/emotional supports at all three tiers. Tier One includes
explicitly teaching SEL learning targets in content-area curriculum, and Tier Two includes
specialized classes or small-group counseling support. Sarah, a classroom teacher, explained:
I think the mentor program is a great framework and give[s] a lot of opportunities for
SEL-explicit instruction. I think that we are in the process of trying to figure out how to
refine that, what it looks like, and how we can make sure that students are getting the
most direct, explicit instruction for their need. There’s still refinement, but the
framework is there and the possibilities are there. It’s part of the RTI program that we
have established here at the school, which has a hierarchy that we go through to meet the
needs of students, and not just special education students, but all students.
The SEL Steering Committee recognized a need for more intensive, Tier Two
interventions to support students who were specifically struggling to demonstrate social and
emotional competencies. The Freshman Mentor Program was an already existing structure, but
was modified significantly to include a full period per day, with SEL curriculum that focused on
helping students increase their knowledge and competencies of the five SEL competencies.
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In summary, SEL has been embedded in the school’s vision and values statements as well
as specific programs and practices that have helped acclimate students to the school’s culture and
to the importance of SEL within the learning community. Special programs or systems of
intervention include the freshman orientation, freshman mentor program, school-wide privilege
system, and mentor skills classes.
Part Three: School Counselors’ Role
School counselors played an essential role in implementing social and emotional learning
standards in this high school. School counselors became strong advocates for SEL, and some
counselors indicated that SEL transformed their work with students. Other counselors shared
that their interactions with students haven’t changed significantly but that SEL has given them a
common language to use. Still other counselors expressed some frustrations with the perceived
structure that SEL has imposed upon them. In this section, I will review counselors’ role in
teaching SEL standards through advisory lessons, group guidance sessions, and group and
individual counseling sessions with students. I will also discuss findings related to school
counselors’ use of the Bar-On EQ as a social/emotional assessment, as well as counselors’
perceptions and experiences with SEL implementation. Finally, I review teachers’ perceptions
of school counselors’ role as it relates to SEL.
School counselors established a school counseling program that was aligned with the
ASCA National Model. Although ASCA standards do not explicitly include SEL competencies,
ASCA recognizes that states and districts embed additional learning standards that inform and
support school counseling programs (ASCA, 2012). Social and emotional learning is commonly
connected with the Personal/social domain of ASCA’s framework (Velsor, 2009). However,
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school counselors at this school also saw clear connections with ASCA’s academic domain as
well as personal/social and career domains. As such, counselors at this school saw immediate
opportunities to integrate SEL standards into their work with students.
Counselors started the implementation process in much the same way as teachers. They
became familiar with the language of SEL and engaged in many discussions surrounding what
the five competencies actually meant. Although these constructs were not new to counselors,
they were familiar with so many related constructs that it was important to drill down and really
ensure a common understanding of the terms. Once they developed their own common
understanding they began to use the language with students and explicitly teach students about
SEL competencies. Jane, one of the school counselors, stated:
So now we take the things that we would have talked to them about anyway, like goal
setting, self-management, communicating with teachers, monitoring their grades, and we
sort of put those into SEL terms. So, we do what we used to do, but now instead of
talking about goals just by themselves, we talk about responsible decision making as it
applies to goals, or we talk about grades and then we talk about self-management as it
relates to grades.
Jane’s comments describe ways in which counselors were able to naturally embed the
language of SEL into their work with students. As the SEL implementation process continued,
school counselors became responsible for increasingly deeper levels of integration. Counselors
began to explicitly teach SEL lessons in freshman advisory classes using the School-Connect
curriculum.
School-Connect Curriculum
Counselors received training on a SEL program called School-Connect. School-Connect
is a CASEL-endorsed SEL curriculum that consists of 40-minute SEL lessons aligned with each
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of the five SEL competencies. School counselors were interested in using School-Connect
lessons to teach SEL during advisory periods. However, the advisory periods were shorter than
the School-Connect lessons. A small group of counselors proposed a summer curriculum project
during which they modified School-Connect lessons to fit within a 25-minute advisory class.
This subgroup of counselors trained their colleagues so that all school counselors could teach
SEL lessons during the freshman advisory period or Freshman Mentor Program. Rita, one of the
school counselors, explained the process they followed to create SEL lessons:
They have modules in School-Connect that are very SEL based. It is a CASEL program
that they’ve endorsed and recognized. School-Connect has different lessons specifically
to teach SEL skills. So, we sort of use those, pare them down a little bit to use them in
our 20-minute freshman advisory. There are lessons for each CASEL competency, so
there are lessons in responsible decision making … and lessons in self-awareness, etc.
Another counselor, Carrie, continued:
We are also using books, like solution-focused books and that type of thing and taking
lessons out of there too. For example, personal communication, communicating with
teachers positively, having the kids restate different issues they’re having with teachers,
we are taking those types of lessons from the research that’s available to us. I mean, all
of those things are not necessarily CASEL based, but they are research based. So we sort
of find things that we know work, and then we figure out how we can incorporate SEL
into the things that work….
According to participants, counselors worked together and integrated a number of helpful
materials to create lessons based on the five SEL competencies. They initiated this process
during the same time that the SEL committee was working with teachers to develop SEL targets
and rubrics. Participants expressed that they felt a greater connection with classroom teachers
because they were all working to teach the same concepts to students.
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Group Counseling
School counselors became increasingly more accountable for directly teaching SEL skills
to students as the SEL implementation process evolved. Some counselors embraced that role,
while others expressed frustration. Carrie talked about one way that she was able to explicitly
use SEL targets in her counseling groups:
We’ve incorporated those SEL targets into our counseling groups. For example, we will
talk about cultural identity as it relates to self-awareness. We will ask, for example,
“What is unique about your culture that makes you Latino?” I’ll usually have an SEL
goal written down for the kids and then they’ll reflect by the end of the group about
increasing their self-awareness or social awareness about others, too, in terms of cultural
identities.
In this example, Carrie provided students with an opportunity to focus on their cultural identity
while teaching the SEL competencies of self-awareness and social awareness. She allowed
opportunities for reflection within the group and was able to help students connect what they
were learning in the classroom with their group discussions. Carrie continued:
These days, we feel like there’s an accountability to have the learning target in there and
to have an SEL-driven rubric. It’s a good thing and a bad thing. Actually, sometimes it
can be very frustrating because it’s that type of curriculum-driven group and that isn’t
necessarily good group counseling. In fact, it can be completely the opposite. You feel
like you lose a little bit of the authentic talking.
Another counselor added onto Carrie’s comment:
Yes. It impacts the authenticity of what the kid is presenting to the group—talking about
his or her issue, doing the group problem solving, doing everything in the moment,
processing in the moment. It seems like, and I’ve heard social workers say this, when
can we just be authentic group leaders that let the group process do the work? We feel
like sometimes (especially if we’re being observed in a group by an administrator) that
we really are kind of . . . I don’t know what to call it.
Another counselor stated, “I believe in the SEL rubrics and learning targets. I believe in
all of that when it works. It just depends on the group and the day.” These counselors engaged
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in a robust conversation around this topic. The counselors indicated that explicitly teaching SEL
targets seemed appropriate in a psycho-educational group. They acknowledged that some
students benefited from psycho-educational groups and there was a place for explicitly teaching
and assessing SEL skills in psycho-educational groups. Many counselors indicated that they
were certainly able to integrate SEL language into a process-oriented group, but they did not like
the idea of explicitly teaching learning targets in process-oriented groups. This issue was
something they were in the process of talking about with their student services director.
Jane, one of the school counselors, made a related comment:
I also feel that, I don’t think this came about because of SEL, but I think we have become
a very data-driven community. I’m not sure where that started, but it started with the
classroom teachers and it has continued with us, and I think with the SEL initiative,
somebody saw that counseling could also be data driven. And if we can data-drive this,
then we know that it’s working. The qualitative data that we put together for them was
not as much of the hard data that they would like to see. So it didn’t make a lot of sense
to the people who were either evaluating or trying to justify our programs. Why is this
group working? Well, I can’t give you numbers. There is no pre-test, post-test. There is
nothing that I can give you, but I can tell you that these students were on the edge before
they came in here and now they know how to process things better. They are making
better decisions. So, it’s made it difficult, I think, to give credence to the support or the
process-oriented groups as opposed to the psycho-ed groups. Because I think those lend
themselves more to data gathering, and I think that’s what we’re all about.
Jane’s comments here offer some helpful insight into her thinking. Several counselors nodded
while she spoke and seemed to be in agreement. They appeared to be in consensus to some
extent around this idea that administrators in their school were pushing for data to demonstrate
the effectiveness of their programs. This push for accountability and the data-driven aspect of
school counseling programs are very much in line with the ASCA model. These counselors were
certainly not opposed to using data to justify programs, but they did openly question how best to
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do that for process-oriented groups and whether process groups were still valued by the
administration.
Individual Counseling
School counselors talked about their role in integrating SEL standards into their
individual work with students. Several counselors indicated that SEL gave them a framework to
think about student problems. They appreciated having a common language to discuss these
issues with parents, teachers, deans, administrators, and students.
Carrie, a school counselor, stated:
For individual counseling, I think we’re all just very aware of trying to have the SEL
terminology in our conversations as much as possible. I know I have it on my bulletin
board, for example, and I just interweave it into conversations and have kids reflect upon
the SEL competencies.
One of her colleagues, Bob, chimed in:
I have been doing this job for over 30 years. It’s just the language that changes. I’ve
done very little different counseling. We’ve always worked on these skills from the getgo. So now it’s just some new lingo to bring up, you know? We’ve talked about all of
these things: resiliency and self-management and self-awareness.
Rita, another counselor, stated:
I think I’ve been more cognizant; instead of dealing with the one specific thing the
student is doing at that moment in time, we talk more about the general skills. For
example, “Remember how we talked about self-management? Self-management is all
sorts of things and you might be really good at self-management when it comes to
practicing for baseball, but it sounds like you’re having a little bit of a problem with selfmanagement when it comes to getting your homework done.” As opposed to, like, “So,
what’s going on with your homework?” So I think I’ve put it into a broader context
when I’m talking to students, and I’m just more cognizant of what I explicitly taught
them and then how that relates to the specific situation that they’re in at the present
moment.
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These counselors presented a range of perspectives. One counselor indicated that his
professional counseling practice is largely the same; he is just using different words to do what
he’s always done. Another counselor indicated that she’s been more aware and more intentional
about the competencies and skills she’s trying to teach students, and she’s finding ways to
naturally embed SEL language into her individual counseling sessions. And a third counselor
shared perhaps a different perspective. For Rita, SEL has given her a broader context with which
to view student problems and a language to support intervention for those problems.
School Counselors’ Use of the Bar-On EQ
School counselors in this district managed the administration and data review of the
district’s social and emotional screening instrument. As discussed previously, the Bar-On EQ is
a self-report instrument that measures several constructs related to emotional intelligence (BarOn, 2004). School counselors’ use of the Bar-On EQ changed over time. However, counselors
reported that they consistently administered this instrument to all freshmen and all seniors.
Counselors discussed how this practice was aligned with their district goals and how they used
the data to loosely measure student progress over time. Jane stated:
We have the freshmen take it in advisory, and then the seniors take it. We look at the
aggregate data. So how did the freshman class as a whole do? And then we look at how
that same class does when they are seniors. That’s actually one of our district’s goals,
projects and initiatives (GPIs), that students will, as a whole, improve on the assessment.
Jane’s comments during the focus group connect with data she presented during a SEL
Curriculum Committee meeting. Specifically, Jane reported results of the Bar-On EQ for the
class of 2010. The graduating class of 2010 was the first group of students who took the Bar-On
EQ during their freshman year and then again four years later during their senior year. Jane
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reported data regarding the percentage of graduating students whose self-report resulted in a total
EQ score in the High Average. Data indicated that only 27% of male students who took the
assessment freshman year rated themselves in the High Average range. Four years later, 45% of
male students’ self-reports yielded total EQ scores within the High Average range. Female
students demonstrated growth as well: 27% of female students’ self-reports fell within the High
Average range in 2006 and 37% fell in the High Average range in 2010. Committee members
and school counselors saw this data as one possible indicator that students were growing in their
social and emotional competencies as a result of the district’s implementation of SEL standards.
I discuss this data further in the last section of this chapter as it relates to student impact.
Rita also spoke about ways in which school counselors were using Bar-On EQ results to
review individual students’ needs. Specifically, she stated:
We also have the ability to run a report and look at the students individually. So looking
and seeing individual students and seeing who is the lowest, and sometimes we’ll bring
that data to our student support teams. The students with the lowest responsible decision
making scores or the lowest self-awareness scores, for example, are highlighted.
Jane went on to say:
So if you have a student whose score is low in interpersonal skills, for example, then we
also look at their grades and whether they are getting along well with other students. So
we see it as one piece of data that we put together with everything else to see if there is a
pattern.
Carrie chimed in:
I would say about 10 of my students came out with concerns [on the Bar-On], and I know
at least half of those students were at risk for suicide this year or expressed suicidal
ideation in the past one to two years. It did predict students that were challenged by
social and emotional issues.
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Carrie explained that although she had already been working with the majority of the
students whose self-reports resulted in low Bar-On EQ scores, she and her colleagues
acknowledged that the data did bring some new students to their attention that she might have
not otherwise identified. These findings are important because they suggest that self-report
instruments such as the Bar-On EQ can be used to both monitor students’ self-perceptions
regarding SEL-related competencies over time and to identify students who may be experiencing
social and emotional distress. As Jane indicated, triangulation of data is important, and problemsolving teams can be instrumental in intervening with respect to this data. Overall, school
counselors’ use of the Bar-On EQ is another example of the integral role counselors played in the
district’s SEL initiative.
Participants’ Perspectives of School Counselors’ Role
School counselors shared a variety of perspectives regarding their role in integrating SEL
standards into their professional practice. One school counselor was particularly active in SEL
implementation because she had also served as a SEL Steering Committee member since the
committee’s inception. As such, her perspective was particularly relevant to this research.
When asked how her practice has been impacted, she stated:
I have been on these steering committees forever, so I’ve learned a lot about Marzano and
I’ve learned a lot about learning targets, and I’ve learned a lot about CASEL so
specifically, for me, this has been huge. I’ve learned about standards-based grading and
formative assessment. All of those things are pretty teacher specific in this school, but
because of my work on the Steering Committee and because of what we are doing here,
I’ve really gained a good understanding of those things, as well.
Jane’s comments speak to the intensive learning that has occurred for her since she began
working on the SEL Steering Committee. She talked about truly expanding her professional lens
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and having a much deeper knowledge base and understanding of key educational concepts that
support student learning. Jane continued:
One of the things that I wish the teachers would do more–and they do not–is to use us as
resources for SEL things. So, if they’re having issues with students in their classes or
they need help with coming up with something, a lesson perhaps, that they would use us
as an expert resource. Not that they don’t see us as that necessarily, but maybe they
wouldn’t necessarily think of it.
Jane’s comments serve as a helpful transition to the next section of this chapter. Given
the expertise she has developed and the shared knowledge within her division, she advocated for
a broader role for school counselors. She envisioned a role in which school counselors would be
viewed as SEL experts who could offer teachers support in integrating SEL lessons.
Teachers’ Perceptions
Teachers shared widely different perceptions of school counselors’ role with respect to
SEL. Some teachers seemed to have few interactions with counselors and did not have a clear
sense of their role. In contrast, others seemed to have a great deal of interaction with counselors
and a clear understanding of their work in support of SEL. Administrators seemed to have a
much clearer sense of school counselors’ implementation efforts, perhaps because they had a
more systematic view of the SEL implementation process.
When asked about school counselors’ role with respect to SEL, Andrew, a classroom
teacher, stated:
When I contact counseling, and say, “This situation is giving me a headache, what are we
going to do about this?” they don't do anything. Let me rephrase. If they're doing it,
initiating something, I don't see it. Okay. It's possible that they are, but I'm just not
aware of it. The one or two times that I do work with counselors, they're very aware, and
they work closely with the social worker. So it's not like they're unable to do anything.
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That may be their protocol but then, unless I'm initiating contact, I don't see anything
going [on] there.
Lourdes, a classroom teacher, also made a similar comment. When asked how school counselors
have impacted SEL, Lourdes stated:
I’m not quite sure. I don’t know. I don’t feel like I have a very strong relationship with
counselors. I don’t interact with them that often, where I could get a sense for that. I do
hear Jane talk a lot about it, so that’s the only outlet that I have for understanding the role
of school counselors. I think they do a lot of work with special ed.
Both Andrew and Lourdes reported having very little contact with school counselors.
They really had limited direct experience and simply couldn’t speak to what counselors were
doing to support SEL implementation. In contrast, Mary, Director of Physical Welfare, shared
the following:
The school counselors have been doing a lot of great work. A lot of times when I think
about using that explicit language with students to help them, especially the students who
are struggling with their social/emotional competencies, the counselors have been doing
an amazing job of using the SEL language to work through those challenges. The past
couple of years they have been trying to figure out, “How do we help explicitly teach
these competencies?” They took the School-Connect curriculum and went through and
looked at where the freshmen are struggling based on Bar-On EQ data. They took some
lessons from School-Connect, and they are explicitly teaching freshmen in advisory.
Based on these comments, Mary seemed to have a clearer sense of school counselors’
role. She seemed to view school counselors as integral partners who were highly invested in
SEL implementation. Kendall, a mathematics teacher, shared a similar sentiment. She stated:
I think the school counselors are more involved in it [SEL implementation] than we
realize. It’s very clear because I talk with them quite frequently in my position. I’ve had
counselors call me looking for an alternative way to help a student move out of a
situation that is detrimental. We’ve been creative in some of our endeavors to get
students moving in the right direction. Counselors have tried to encourage students to be
in different mentor programs, like Mentor Math. It’s a place to try to get them to learn
some of those skills that they need. They’re also helpful in trying to get them to
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recognize when just giving a student something is not what is appropriate. They do a lot
with the students and sometimes the parents to try to help them.
Kendall’s comments speak to the creativity that counselors, in her experience, have
demonstrated when problem solving with students and families. She also indicated that much of
what counselors do with students is behind the scenes, so to speak, so their work may not be
immediately visible to faculty.
Cooper, Director of Fine Arts, commented on his perception of school counselors’ role:
I would assume that some of the students that are struggling most with social/emotional
learning would be the ones that are having the most direct contact with counselors.
While teachers and students in an ideal SEL world are providing feedback and supporting
growth, when we think about the different tiers of RTI, that’s where the counselors come
in. I think they have a real intense focus that one-on-one dialogue or that support team
that is really working with individual students and reflecting on areas for growth.
Reflecting on ways to grow and improve. Developing methods to maybe bring down
stress levels, to set goals, to communicate their thoughts and feelings. I think all those
things are happening at the counselor level.
Cooper’s comments here are highly reflective of the role that several counselors described for
themselves. His comments are also in line with the district’s Response to Intervention
framework described previously. Jacob, Assistant Principal, spoke at length about his perception
of school counselors’ role as well as his perception of where they are at in the SEL
implementation process:
For some, I think, they’ve become much more intentional about the kinds of questions
that they ask students and how they use the information that they receive from students in
order to help the students reflect on, “Okay, here’s what’s happening in my world.
Here’s how I’m feeling. Here’s how I’m responding to that. Now let’s try to connect
that in some way to this broader SEL initiative so that you student[s] can start to see how
these things all connect together.” Some counselors, and I don't know why this was
necessarily, maybe just a lack of familiarity with the initiative, maybe a lack of comfort
with the initiative, maybe some bigger disagreement with the idea of it, but some would
say that they felt like the conversations just didn’t feel as real and authentic when they
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were attempting to embed that SEL language into the counseling that they're doing with
the students.
In his role as assistant principal, Jacob worked closely with school counselors. Before he
became an assistant principal, he served as Director of Student Services. As such, Jacob engaged
in many conversations with counselors regarding SEL implementation and had opportunities to
observe their work. His insight here is consistent with what some counselors stated during the
focus group. While some counselors appreciated having the common language and using SEL as
a framework to discuss students’ needs, others worried that they would come off as inauthentic if
they were always focusing on embedding SEL language and concepts into their practice.
When asked about her perception of school counselors’ role with respect to SEL, Mary,
Director of Physical Welfare, stated:
I don’t think the role of the counselor has changed. I think the role of the teacher has
changed in supporting the work of the school counselor. I think before it used to be
viewed as it's the school counselor’s job to teach the students these skills, but now the
shift is it’s everybody’s job to teach these skills.
Mary’s comments are consistent, to some extent, with an earlier dialogue among
counselors during which counselors talked about SEL serving as the content of student services.
They expressed a shared sense of responsibility between student services staff, classroom
teachers, deans, and administrators. Overall, school counselors at this school made considerable
efforts to embed SEL into their work with students. These efforts were more embraced by some
than others and more recognized by some teachers than others. Nevertheless, they were strong
advocates for SEL implementation across the school district.
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Part Four: Participants’ Reflections of the Implementation Process
This section addresses participants’ lived experiences of the SEL implementation
process. It is a review and analysis of themes related to essential aspects of the implementation
process as well as significant challenges. Finally, this section explores the perceived impact of
SEL on faculty and students.
Essential Factors
Many participants discussed factors that were essential to the implementation process,
including (a) creating a common language and (b) connecting SEL implementation practices
with existing school initiatives. When participants used the phrase “creating a common
language” they were referring to the process of familiarizing the entire school community with
SEL terminology. This process was central to their work during the first few years of the
initiative. Once teachers were clear as to what SEL constructs meant and why these skills and
understandings were important for students, they focused on using familiar frameworks and
educational practices to support implementation.
Creating a Common Language
The Collaborative for Academic Social and Emotional Learning (CASEL) identified five
SEL competencies: Self-Awareness, Self-Management, Social Awareness, Relationship Skills,
and Responsible Decision Making. Each of these constructs or competencies holds significant
meaning, and participants believed that the terms needed to be defined, clarified, and explicitly
taught to all members of the school community including parents, teachers, and students.
Throughout interviews and focus groups several participants spoke about the importance of
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creating a common language. Many participants named establishing a common language as one
of the great successes of the implementation process.
Jacob stated:
Early on our goal was to help the school community—the teachers in particular—be able
to state a common language around the SEL competencies, be able to name and loosely
define the five SEL competencies. That was the vision statement. Naming and defining
the five competencies were the big initiatives in that first year.
Although naming and defining the competencies may seem like a relatively narrow goal,
the task was quite substantial given the size of the high school, the relatively unfamiliar content
of SEL, limited staff development time, and many other educational initiatives at play.
Participants explained that this was actually a two-part goal because SEL committee members
felt it was important that all adults in the building could name and loosely define the five SEL
competencies before they could be expected to teach SEL competencies to students. Mary
reflected on one of the initial staff development events surrounding SEL:
It was a great experience because it was the first time we brought people together from
across the school, the different divisions, people from the support staff, the teachers, the
parents, school board members, all the way from the maintenance crew to the cafeteria.
We had people from the whole school in the room.
Mary’s comments help illustrate the inclusive and comprehensive nature of this initial staff
development process. SEL leaders participated in extensive efforts to ensure a common
understanding of SEL competencies.
Lourdes, a World Languages teacher, also reflected on the importance of a common
language:
The last two to three years [have] been a lot more successful. One, it was a lot more
concrete; there’s concrete language about what it is we are wanting students to learn and
what we’re teaching. We moved away from these flowery big concepts to, these are the
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specific learning things we want kids to learn. I think getting that common understanding
of what SEL is has definitely been valuable. I think just gaining this consciousness of
what you're doing within the classroom in the realm of SEL, having a different layer to
your course or to your interaction with the kids, has been good.
Lourdes explained that committee members went from establishing a common language and
learning about the five SEL competencies to really getting clear on what they wanted to teach
students.
Efforts to establish a common language around SEL went beyond the walls of the high
school and extended into the elementary districts. Jacob, Assistant Principal, commented on the
SEL articulation process with sender elementary school districts. Jacob stated:
The various sender districts along with high school staff worked together in an effort to
develop a common language across the consortium districts so that kids are hearing the
same common language. They're learning some of the same learning targets. They're
hitting some of the same targets so that ideally, by the time students get to high school,
that foundation has been laid. We have information about students. We know where
they are with respect to their learning. We know what needs they have and how we
might address those.
As Jacob stated, SEL Curriculum Committee members worked with staff from elementary
sender districts to “articulate” SEL learning targets. This cross-district collaboration allowed for
the creation of a more viable and sustainable SEL curriculum that could be taught in
developmentally appropriate ways. This process also laid the groundwork for future
collaboration during which elementary teachers might communicate with high school district
teachers regarding where specific students are at with respect to learning SEL skills.
In summary, many participants indicated that creating a common SEL language was an
essential step in the implementation process. This common language provided teachers with the
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clarity they needed to determine what they wanted students to know and be able to do with
respect to SEL.
Connecting SEL to Existing School Initiatives
Several participants spoke to the ways in which SEL implementation paralleled existing
school initiatives. Professional learning communities (PLCs) were discussed by participants as
one existing structure or initiative that supported SEL implementation. As defined in Chapter I, a
PLC is “an ongoing process in which educators work collaboratively in recurring cycles of
collective inquiry and action research to achieve better results for the students they serve”
(DuFour et al., 2010, p. 11). PLCs focus on four critical questions:
(1)
(2)
(3)
(4)

What do we expect our students to learn?
How will we know when they have learned it?
How will we respond when some students do not learn?
How will we respond when some students already know it?

Teachers used the PLC process to support student learning. Lauren, a business education
teacher, talked about the importance of their PLC structure in implementing SEL. Lauren stated:
I think PLCs provide people with a good avenue to have those [SEL] discussions. This is
my second year at this school and one of the nice aspects that I found was the
collaborative working environment that was established between pretty much everyone at
the school. Every Tuesday morning, we have an hour of time to meet with our various
curriculum teams, go through student data, go through new initiatives to possibly do in
our curriculum…. It’s a great time when you can just have dialogues with your
colleagues on how to actually improve your curriculum and better meet the needs of
students.
Lauren’s comments illustrated how the existing structure of PLCs helped support their curricular
work with respect to SEL. PLC meetings also allowed teachers time to consider ways in which
SEL targets could be thoughtfully embedded into their existing content-area curriculum.
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Participants also discussed ways in which SEL implementation paralleled their formative
assessment initiative. Participants explained that the entire school community was in the process
of implementing new Common Core standards along with a formative assessment system. As
part of that process, teachers were working within PLCs to break down larger standards into
more discrete learning targets. These learning targets were used to communicate what teachers
wanted students to know and be able to do with respect to their academic content. Learning
targets also became the foundation for assessments. Students knew which targets would be
assessed, and teachers provided formative feedback to their students so they had a good idea of
where they were at in their learning with respect to each target. Students used this feedback to
facilitate goal setting and to focus their studies. Steering Committee members decided that this
same process and same thinking should be applied to the SEL standards. Mary stated:
The other more successful part of it [the SEL implementation process] is we paralleled all
of our professional development, our opportunities with curriculum team with the big
initiatives throughout the school. It was embedded. We've been working with formative
assessment for the past two years as a school, so the idea was that whatever it is that
we’re working on in our divisions in content, we’re using the exact same professional
development and language within the SEL committee. It’s not just another thing but
saying, “Okay, this is how I apply the same concept I’m using with my content with
social/emotional learning.” That’s probably one of the biggest reasons why we’ve seen
huge improvement and a faster growth with the initiative the past years.
Mary discussed the process of creating specific SEL learning targets and how that
connected with the learning target initiative that had been implemented school-wide. She used
the word “embedded” to describe their staff development efforts. From Mary’s perspective, the
embedded nature of their staff development approach was responsible for the initiative’s
accelerated development. The district essentially established social and emotional learning as its
own content area and applied the same curricular approach and processes to SEL. In summary,

96
participants discussed the importance of paralleling their staff development efforts with existing
educational frameworks and initiatives. Their goal was to truly establish a SEL curriculum that
could be embedded across content areas, explicitly taught and assessed.
Challenges
Many challenges arose throughout the implementation process. Participants included (a)
teacher buy-in and disagreement around whose job it is to teach SEL, (b) time limitations and a
district-wide focus on “too many” initiatives, (c) teachers’ ability to teach and model SEL
competencies, (d) “radiating out the learning,” and (e) assessment as implementation challenges.
Teacher Buy-In and Whose Job Is It?
One of those first initial things that CASEL talks about with respect to implementation is
the idea of broad-based buy-in and buy-in at all levels from the very top of the
organization all the way through. (Cooper, Fine Arts Director)
As Cooper mentioned, teacher buy-in was undoubtedly a big part of the implementation
process. Participants reported that several teachers understood the importance of the standards
and acknowledged the research regarding student outcomes associated with SEL but still
struggled with whether it was their job to teach SEL. According to participants, teachers
commonly suggested that SEL knowledge and skills should be taught at home. Many teachers
thought that SEL was equivalent to teaching morals or character and that this was more
appropriately addressed by parents. Focus group participants strongly opposed this position and
advocated for teaching SEL in schools.
Kristen, a Spanish teacher, stated:
Sometimes you hear teachers saying, “Well, I'm not a parent. I'm a teacher. I shouldn't
have to teach these things.” It's a misconception, because we do. We have an
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expectation that our students just know these things, and they don't. Like she mentioned,
we keep hearing that students need to learn how to work together through adversity,
through differences, through all kinds of challenging situations. We can't just expect
them to know how to do it.
Kendall, Director of Mathematics, added onto her comment:
It is something that we need to deal with for sure. I’ve been in this field a long time, and
we spend more time with these students than a lot of the parents do. We need an
investment in how they develop. My philosophy is, personally, that we not only develop
in the subject are that we’re doing, but we’re trying to develop them into the adult human
beings that are good for society and for themselves. To me, that’s part of teaching. As a
parent myself, it comes rather natural[ly].
Kristen and Kendall discussed the commentary they had heard from some teachers regarding the
idea that teachers shouldn’t be expected to teach SEL. Both of these teachers passionately
rejected that thinking. Instead, they embraced a whole-child philosophy to teaching and learning.
Kendall indicated that teachers have a responsibility to teach these skills and to help students
develop as individuals as well as learners.
The issue of teacher buy-in and whose responsibility it is to teach SEL also came up
during individual interviews. Cooper, Director of Fine Arts, stated:
It’s now the responsibility of everybody to be teaching these skills. That is one of the
other roadblocks of implementing social and emotional learning with some teachers. A
part of the roadblock was the idea of, “We're not here to teach morals.” The confusion of
morals versus skills. A lot of teachers are still stuck on the idea they say SEL is
something the parents should be teaching their students and they are now asked to take
over the role of parents. I didn’t realize that was much of an issue until I did a
presentation once and we were looking at Fortune 500 companies and their hiring
practices and what skills they were looking for in employees. They were looking for
mainly their social and emotional competencies. A teacher who I didn’t realize was
struggling with it really said, “If our job is to get kids career ready, life, to be …
contributing members of society, these are skills that kids need to be employable. That’s
my role as a teacher, to give them those skills.”
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Cooper commented on research that points to SEL as a predictor of successful post-high-school
outcomes. He noted that this research was particularly helpful in changing the mindset of at least
one teacher in his department. This particular teacher understood her role in explicitly teaching
SEL standards once she understood that SEL knowledge and skills were essential for success in
life after high school.
Overall, participants indicated that teacher buy-in was a challenge and that some teachers
simply didn’t believe it was their job to teach SEL. Some participants thought this reluctance to
“buy in” stemmed from a misunderstanding of SEL, and one participant noted that teachers were
more likely to buy in once they understood the research connecting students’ SEL competencies
and post-high-school success.
Time Limitations and Too Many Initiatives
I think the greatest challenge with respect to SEL implementation is similar to the
challenge of any new initiative. There are other important competing initiatives that are
also trying to be implemented at the same time. -Jacob, Assistant Principal
Participants noted that SEL was one of many initiatives that teachers were expected to
implement. As stated previously, schools across the country were also focused on understanding
new Common Core standards. Teachers were deeply engaged in the curricular work of
unpacking, prioritizing, scaling, and pacing content-area standards. With this work came the
need to develop new learning targets, lessons, curricular materials, assessments, and rubrics.
Additionally, teacher evaluation systems were changing and teachers were being held more
accountable for demonstrating student learning. As such, even teachers who cared deeply about
SEL acknowledged that time limitations were a major implementation challenge.
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Lourdes shared a similar sentiment:
Just hearing from teachers and also anticipating the roll-out of the SEL scales, I know
that there’s going to be some anxiety about that, from the teacher’s point of view.
Thinking about one more thing that they need to assess and one more thing they need to
put into the gradebook. Again, going back to the idea, we need to make this something
that's super-manageable and something that they can feel confident about doing within
their class. I think we’re making positive steps towards that because if you look at the
work that we did with our learning targets, we took 60-some learning targets and made
them into one-third of those. I think that's a big step.
Lourdes commented on how important it was for the Steering Committee to make the work
manageable for teachers. Her statements highlighted an interesting dynamic between Steering
Committee members and teachers. Steering Committee members were charged with doing so
much more than just teaching SEL to teachers. They also needed to provide materials and
approaches that would help teachers feel confident in their ability to teach SEL to students. They
had to give the teachers the tools they needed to be successful and frame the initiative in a way
that felt do-able, or “super-manageable,” to teachers.
Andrew discussed what the conversation sounded like during English Department PLC
meetings as teachers struggled to use a new curriculum template and at the same time embed
SEL standards. His comments provide great insight into the perspectives of teachers who are in
the trenches. Andrew stated:
This past year there was a new curriculum template that our department worked with.
The bottom slot was SEL standards. For every unit that we were coming up with we had
to tell them the SEL component. I was talking to my boss about this. I said, “Well, you
know, our team is having a hard-enough time coming up with the other parts of this
template. We aren't really getting to the SEL ones.” “Well, we'll leave that in place for
now.” That’s, again, indicative of where we want to be and where reality is, at least in
English. I can’t speak for every template that was in place this past year, but I know for
the two teams that I was involved with, nothing was put on the SEL slot. It was talked
about, no question. No question. There was an awareness of it. In my role as team
leader I would say, “Well, you know, folks, we haven't really done anything with SEL.”
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Their responses were typically kind of like the ones I'm giving to you. “Well, wait a
minute, when you know we’re doing this, this, this, that's SEL, isn't it?” “Well, of course
it is.” Then the other response is, “Well, if you put it on that curriculum template then
we’re going to have to create a separate assessment instrument for it, aren't we?” I said,
“Well, I’m not so sure about that.” Anyhow, the point being that we weren’t sure that we
could take the existing assessments we’re using and sort of double-code them as SEL and
on that. That’s sort of where we’re at there.
Andrew’s comments address the challenges teachers faced in trying to attend to the SEL
standards while lesson planning. He stated that teachers on his teams were aware of the
standards. He insinuated that they were able to identify ways in which they implicitly taught the
standards, but they were not able to plan for explicitly teaching SEL standards with their content.
He also commented on another challenging aspect of the implementation process. That is, as the
initiative took hold and teachers began to understand how SEL fit within the curriculum,
instruction, and assessment cycle, they also understood that if they explicitly taught SEL content,
they would eventually need to assess SEL content. This meant creating curriculum, lessons, and
assessments along with assessment rubrics. For some teachers, this was simply too
overwhelming to tackle, and so they got stuck in the stage of implicitly teaching SEL.
Cooper articulated the challenge further:
How do we stay focused on initiatives? I think that that’s a problem all schools and
districts face. Are we going a mile wide or a mile deep with school initiatives? I think
this year we’ve honed in a little bit and tried to stay more focused on the areas of student
engagement and formative assessment.
He continued:
When you tie in literacy, when you tie in curriculum assessment and instruction, when
you tie in the new evaluation plan, it’s so daunting sometimes, and when you tie in, all
right we have four, five institutes throughout the year that we actually have time on
faculty, it’s difficult. It's very difficult, as always. How do we keep that dialogue going?
How do we keep that on the front burner, always in sight and visible, and how do you tie
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in all these initiatives? We’re working together on these things and they’re not seen as
independent things. That’s what's important in times of struggle.
Cooper highlighted the universal nature of this struggle. The fact is that teachers across all
districts are struggling with implementing many important educational initiatives. He noted that
administrators work to “tie in” or integrate these tasks. However, the struggle to stay focused on
each initiative is real, and there may be no easy solution.
A similar conversation emerged among teachers during the teacher focus group.
Kendall, the Mathematics Division director, stated:
We have four staff development [days] and we have a lot of directives that we’re trying
to do. Trying to balance and keep this on the forefront enough that people are trying to
implement it in positive ways is a challenge.
SEL committee members worked to ensure that colleagues in their departments
understood what was happening within the SEL Steering Committee or within the SEL
Curriculum Committee, but this was difficult to do because of time limitations. School
counselors also had a robust discussion regarding time limitations and the challenge of
addressing multiple initiatives. Jane, a school counselor, stated:
And I also think we have a dedicated group of teachers that want to see this happen in
their classroom, so even with the reading initiatives and the standard base grading
initiatives and all the other initiatives that they have, they really are working to get this
one specifically off the ground in their own classroom, which is nice. I think there’s also
the challenge of the time commitment. We are an academic environment. We do have to
teach all of the academic disciplines. How do you make room for everything? How do
you determine what’s the correct amount of time to be allotted to certain endeavors, goals,
projects, and initiatives?
In summary, a discussion around time limitations emerged in both focus groups and
almost every individual interview. Teachers commented on the importance of making SEL
implementation manageable so that it doesn’t feel like “one more thing.” One teacher also noted
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that his team was able to implicitly address SEL standards, but they had not yet begun explicitly
teaching the learning targets. Participants articulated the concern differently but unanimously
acknowledged time limitations as a struggle.
Teachers’ Ability to Teach and Model SEL
Participants also discussed concerns regarding teachers’ ability to teach and model SEL.
How can adults teach competencies such as social awareness, self-awareness, relationship skills,
responsible decision making, and self-management if they do not model these competencies in
their own lives? That being said, teaching SEL competencies to teachers, administrators,
counselors, and other adults in a school building presents its own challenges. Julie, a special
education teacher, stated:
The teachers say, “I’m here to teach physics. I’m here to teach math. I don’t know how
to teach this curriculum.” How can we have enough teachers to come up with how
they’ve used SEL and then have it filter out to all the different departments?
She continued:
Like I said, this has been around for a while, and what I’ve heard before is just some of
the negative things that faculty have said: “What am I supposed to do with this? How am
I supposed to teach this? Do I have to grade it?” Because they’ve just been given the
competencies and the targets and so they’re not so sure what to do and how to plan it in
their curriculum.
Julie’s statements highlight just how unfamiliar most teachers were with social and emotional
learning standards. As stated previously, teachers are highly qualified in their subject matter, but
they don’t necessarily receive any pre-teaching instruction on SEL. This may lead to a level of
discomfort with SEL as a content area.
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Jane, one of the school counselors who served on both the SEL Steering Committee and
Curriculum Committee, had a great deal to share regarding adults’ ability to model SEL
competencies. She stated:
I also think one of the struggles since the beginning was sort of where to focus: on the
staff or the students’ SEL competencies. We wanted to focus on the staff, and the school
wanted the focus to be on the students. So, we’ve continued with our student focus, but I
believe there are some teachers in the building that don’t feel qualified to teach SEL.
And also I think some of the students see that some of the teachers that are trying to teach
them SEL competencies do not do well in these areas themselves. So, it’s hard to take a
teacher’s word about healthy stress management and what to do when you get stressed
out and how that should work when you see your teacher on a day-to-day basis running
around not knowing what to do, yelling at the students, getting frustrated about things,
and then the students really understand that maybe that staff member needs to have some
skill building.
As Jane shared her perspective about the need to address teachers’ SEL competencies,
heads were nodding across the room. Jane suggested that as students learned more about SEL,
they were able to identify these competencies (or lack thereof) in their teachers. She insinuated
that students had a hard time learning SEL skills from teachers who were clearly deficient in this
realm. Jane continued:
Time management, organization, all of those things. Papers are lost, things aren’t graded
in a timely manner, e-mails aren’t returned. Then it’s hard for a student to say, “Wait a
second, you’re going to teach me?” It’s easy if they’re going to teach you math, because
the student thinks that the teacher is competent in math. But, when you’re trying to teach
somebody something you might not be as competent in, it sometimes rings false to the
students. So, that has been a challenge. And that’s a very difficult thing to have to tell
adults, that they might not be good at this. I think it might be easier to say that somebody
can’t read than it would be to say that somebody can’t manage themselves. Or for a
teacher to come up to a director and say, “You know what, I really don’t feel like I handle
my stress well. Can you help me with that?” Or, “I don’t feel like I have good
relationship skills. I think I might be lax in this area.” I think that’s very difficult for
anybody to do, but especially adults.
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These comments provided insight as to the challenges of addressing adult SEL
competencies. It appears that counselors themselves were able to identify which teachers in the
building seemed to demonstrate strong SEL skills and which teachers were lacking. They
commented on how difficult it can be to provide a teacher with feedback regarding their SEL
skills. Similarly, Jane shared that it may feel uncomfortable to a teacher to acknowledge one’s
own needs in this area and to ask for feedback from colleagues or administrators.
Jones, Bouffard, and Weissbourd (2013) presented an argument consistent with Jane’s
comments. These authors indicated that teachers receive little training in terms of how to teach
SEL and even less support regarding how to develop their own social and emotional
competencies. The authors reported that teachers’ SEL skills influence students in three ways.
First, teachers’ SEL skills impact student-teacher relationships. Teachers who effectively model
strong SEL skills such as self-management and self-awareness project a sense of calm,
confidence, and sensitivity in response to student misbehavior. They may be more likely to
respond to students in a way that is warm, affirming, and respectful. Second, students observe
how teachers manage themselves and their interactions with others. They observe how teachers
treat other students and other professionals in the school environment and often model behaviors
they see in their teachers. Third, teachers’ SEL skills impact their overall organization and class
management skills. This point is very consistent with Jane’s comment:
Time management, organization, all of those things. Papers are lost, things aren’t graded
in a timely manner, e-mails aren’t returned. Then it’s hard for a student to say, “Wait a
second, you’re going to teach me?”
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When asked how teachers in his division model SEL competencies, Cooper offered a
different perspective. He acknowledged that some teachers struggled in this area. However, he
also shared an example of teachers effectively modeling SEL for students. Cooper stated:
I think my group’s pretty professional, and I think they’ve tried their best to do that.
There are [a] few folks that always struggle with some of those social/emotional
competencies themselves. They try to model what is expected. They try to model the
language. I can think about our art show for our AP Art. I’m looking at the [SEL] target,
“I behave appropriately in a given situation.” One of our teachers spends the entire day
talking about, “How do you as an artist present yourself when you’re standing in front of
the artwork of your solo exhibition? How do you greet people? How do you shake their
hand? How do you invite them or communicate about your artwork? How do you say
thank you if they provide feedback or if they have questions, how do you answer that?”
Cooper continued:
They role play. They go through things like that. They practice shaking hands. They
even talk about such things as eye contact and things of that nature. I think they even
give them some cultural differences with shaking hands. There are some very thoughtful
and meaningful discussions.
Cooper’s comments highlight how some divisions can naturally make connections between their
content and SEL. Explicitly teaching students how to behave and interact with a diverse public
during an art show is just one of many examples. These teachers seemed to be able to effectively
demonstrate and model SEL competencies which made for authentic learning opportunities for
their students. However, according to other participants, this skill set is not shared among
faculty. Overall, many participants articulated challenges associated with teaching SEL
competencies to adults as well as the associated problem of teachers who may lack SEL skills
attempting to teach these skills to students. This issue has been addressed in the literature which
indicates that teachers’ own SEL skills impact student learning.
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Radiating Out the Learning and Staff Development Concerns
“Radiating out the learning” was mentioned as a key implementation challenge by
several participants. Teachers, administrators, and counselors alike acknowledged that
“pockets of expertise” developed among SEL committee members. Committee members tried
to find ways to share their new insights and understandings surrounding SEL with teachers in
their departments, but there wasn’t a clear path for doing so. Jacob, Assistant Principal, stated:
I would say that while we did a wonderful job of educating the steering committee and
the SEL curriculum team, the biggest challenge from there was pushing that learning out
to the broader school community. Pushing that learning out to all of the faculty and then
without mandating things or making things part necessarily of some evaluation plan for
faculty, really influencing them in some sort of a standard way for there to be buy-in
across divisions and across teams and across teacher groups that this is something that
they need to be doing on an ongoing basis, and that was the biggest challenge.
Jacob’s comments provided some insight regarding administrative considerations. The
administration did not want to mandate how directors should use their staff development time.
However, teaching SEL standards was a Board of Education-approved district goal. Directors
were responsible for ensuring that the standards were addressed, but they weren’t given explicit
guidelines as to how it should be addressed within their divisions. Similarly, teachers were
responsible for teaching the targets, but their evaluation plan did not mandate this. Instead the
district chose to take the approach of working to more naturally infuse the expectation into
school culture. Lisa, Assistant Principal for Teaching and Learning, stated:
The hope is also that the directors at the divisions are regular participants because it’s not
like we talk with them separately about that, but again, if then the work of that group or
the intent is for that group to take back to the divisions and then it gets interspersed into
the divisions, we aren’t usually directed how to do that. It’s left to the directors how that
happens, and so that this group that has chosen to be part helps to develop ideas, develop
strategies, does the initial thinking and then they’re able to take that back into their
content areas. What’s actually happened, and I think this is true for most of [the]
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committees at this school, is we struggle to intersperse it. It often gets stuck with that
small group. Directors might bring in pieces to their staff development, but I think we
struggle to really extend SEL and get a foothold into more classrooms likely prefer.
Lisa continued:
That is a challenge. I’d still think, though, when we look at SEL and that explicit
teaching and the understanding of the scaled learning targets, it still sits with a very small
group … attendance by the directors, by the administration. They get so busy and there's
so much [on] their plates … [it’s] maybe overreliance [on] their committee members
without a clear structure how that information gets disseminated or that learning gets
disseminated. In addition, if they're [the directors] not the experts in SEL, either and so
there's learning that's happening and all that on those committee meetings. If they're not
extending their learning and knowledge of SEL, I think we're missing opportunities to
authentically connect it to the work that's already happening. We want teachers involved
without a doubt, but the directors have to make sure they're connected as well.
Lisa’s comments further emphasized the dynamic that Jacob articulated. Administrators
did not want to mandate director participation in the committee, nor did they want to mandate
directors’ use of staff development time. However, they did set the expectation that SEL would
be addressed. As a result, some directors from some divisions were highly engaged in the
learning and well versed in the content of SEL. Those directors chose to use staff development
time to ensure that the knowledge was transmitted to all teachers in their divisions. Clearly, this
happened in very different ways and to different degrees.
During the teacher focus group, Julie also commented on this issue. She stated:
I think for us, the big roadblock that we ran into when we did try to take it back to our
department was the level of understanding of the teachers in our department in terms of
even being able to define some of the competencies. It’s a common language that we all
use, but I’m not sure that everyone in my department was able to define each of the
competencies and then be able to use the learning targets, how the committee would hope
that they would use them. I think although we have the plan to bring back the targets [to
teachers in our divisions] and to use the targets, I think we have to first make sure that
everyone is on the same page and everyone has that clear understanding. That was a
roadblock.
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Julie highlighted what she considered a “roadblack.” SEL Curriculum Committee
members were expected to share information with teachers in their divisions. However, teachers
who were not on the committees did not share a deep understanding of SEL. As such, this
transfer of knowledge didn’t occur to the extent that was needed for teachers to effectively use
SEL learning targets in their classrooms. Lourdes stated:
I would say it probably enters about 20% of our classrooms, at this point in time. It’s still
very much in the initial stages. I know that the FMP program has been working more
with it. Their knowledge might be different from what a typical classroom teacher might
know. I don't know what kind of training or education new teachers are getting when
they come into the school. That’s always something: if I bring up SEL to a new teacher,
their knowledge base might be completely different from what a more experienced
teacher may know. I think the way some teachers have gone about it or some teams
maybe is very isolated within that specific classroom.
Lourdes commented on ways in which the learning is “isolated” among a subset of teachers. Her
comments forecast the staff development challenges associated with bringing back the learning
or “radiating out” the learning to all teachers. Cooper, Director of Fine Arts, shared a similar
sentiment:
Next year we’re really talking about how do we effectively make what’s happening in the
SEL committee radiate into our division. A lot of our dialogue that we’ve continually
had over the last three years is we’re not looking for SEL to be something added to our
curriculum. Where do we find those natural connections to what we’re doing already that
relate to our content?
This topic was also discussed at length among teachers during the focus group. Kristen, a
Spanish teacher talked about the disconnect between the learning that happens for committee
members and the ways in which that learning is shared within her division:
I think the part that we’re still working towards is how we take that information back to
our departments, to the divisions, because there hasn't been a streamlined process. There
still isn't. It’s really just a reflection, how will you share this information with your
colleagues, but it’s not a streamlined process for presenting it and I think it’s up to
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directors how much time they’re going to dedicate in professional development to the
SEL component. Asking participants to think through how they might bring it back to
the division, but not necessarily the administrative plan for how to tackle this in the
division. There isn’t an outline given to directors saying, like, okay, and now you’re
going to use two professional development, staff development days to introduce these
scales, or how are you going to align them? Does every course cover every scale? No.
How do you develop a curriculum map, like an SEL curriculum map for your division?
It’s still something we're playing with.
Many focus group members were nodding their heads during Kristen’s comments.
Lauren, another teacher in the focus group, stated:
We have four staff developments and we have a lot of directives that we’re trying to do,
trying to balance and keep this on the forefront enough that people are trying to
implement it in positive ways. This year, we made sure people knew what was going on
in the committee. It was a brief time at the beginning of our meetings, but we made sure
they knew the change, and people were very excited about fewer targets to work with. It
gave them clarity and [the] more clarity we have on what we’re trying to accomplish and
what is recognized as SEL learning, the better it can be incorporated.
Sonja added:
I think the curriculum committee is pretty well bought in, but then once you’re looking at
pushing it out into the rest of the division, how do you make sure that other teachers see
the value in it, that they understand it, that they’re the model of it, that they see the reason
to spend some time on it, that they understand that it needs to be explicitly taught, and it’s
not just integrated into lessons and you hope that kids catch onto it? That’s it.
These teachers engaged in a robust conversation regarding this topic. It was clear that
they were struggling with how to share their acquired knowledge and expertise regarding SEL
with their colleagues. Despite the many challenges articulated by participants in both individual
interviews and focus groups regarding how to radiate out the learning around SEL, Cooper,
Director of Fine Arts, offered a hopeful example of how that is occurring in his division.
I’ve been a member of the SEL committee for the last two years and one of many Fine
Arts representatives. I would be attending the meetings every few months, bringing it
back and sharing it within the Fine Arts Division. Also as the curriculum leader, when
we break down with our core team leaders (that's the leaders within the Fine Arts
Division of music, art, theater, dance), we’re able to talk a little bit more in depth about
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SEL and how it relates to fine arts. When you have a team of teachers like that where
they really want to stay on the forefront because we’re so invested in the work and also
that we could really lead the way and help others bring that into their own curriculum by
seeing us kind of set the pace. I think there's some great conversations that are happening
in the lunchrooms. The conversations from the committee [are] radiating out to those
lunchroom discussions and passing by in the hallway and sharing assessment strategies.
When dance went to standards-based grading, it was funny, I was talking to [a colleague].
I told him just wait a couple days, theater is going to be right behind them and they were.
Now we have this collaboration between dance and theater going to standards-based
grading, adopting the same grading process and bringing SEL into the reporting, sharing
rubrics. That’s the sort of work we’re seeing. That idea of teachers showcasing is so
helpful. Seeing how others are doing it in very small ways or very large ways. That's
[the] sort of environment and culture that we have here.
In summary, many participants noted just how difficult it is to ensure coherent learning
across all members of the school community. This was a concern that was articulated by
teachers, administrators, and school counselors alike. Despite the challenges, some participants
were still able to share powerful examples of ways in which SEL was effectively being shared
across their divisions.
Assessment as a Challenge
Challenges around assessment include how to assess, the purpose of assessment, [and]
whether it’s to contribute to a grade or to just provide feedback. (Lourdes, World
Languages teacher)
Curriculum, instruction, and assessment are three important parts of the cycle of teaching
and learning. Teachers use educational standards to develop curriculum. Teachers then use
learning targets to guide their instruction. Concepts that are explicitly taught are typically
assessed in order to demonstrate that learning has occurred and, more importantly, to provide
feedback to the learner regarding how well he or she understands a particular concept. As such,
a rich conversation surrounding implementation of SEL standards seems incomplete without a

111
discussion around how to assess SEL. Every participant in this study commented to some extent
on the challenges associated with assessing SEL.
Jacob stated:
One of the challenges we were running into was, we have these competencies and we
have these skills that we want kids to know and be able to do, so we could pretty easily
figure out how we wanted to teach the competencies, the things we needed kids to know,
but we were struggling with how do we assess skills in an authentic way because in a
classroom environment where you might be role playing, for example, without that
emotional component, it’s really hard to assess whether or not a kid actually has these
skills or whether they’re just able to demonstrate them in a sterile setting where there’s
no emotion involved. At the same time, you can’t really authentically create that emotion,
at least in an ethical way.
Jacob continued:
Do we just have to wait when situations arise in order to be able to assess whether or not
kids have these skills? We said, “Well, that might be okay,” but then we won’t always
see all these skills in all of our kids and then we want to make sure we’re teaching them
and assessing them and giving all the kids feedback. That was a challenge. We could
teach the competencies and assess and give feedback about the competencies, but we
were having a much harder time figuring how to do that with the skills.
Jacob distinguished between assessment of SEL competencies and SEL skills. When he
refers to SEL competencies, he is referring to the “knowledge” targets. It’s relatively easy for
teachers to assess students on what SEL is and what the specific SEL competencies mean, but it
is perhaps more challenging to assess students on their ability to demonstrate SEL skills. For
example, students may be able to define “self-awareness,” but they may not be able to
demonstrate self-awareness when placed in a real-life situation. Jacob’s comments highlighted
the multiplicity involved with assessing SEL and the many levels on which assessment might
occur.
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When asked about challenges with SEL implementation, Mary stated:
I would say, assessment is a big one. I know that’s been the bulk of our work, is figuring
out how to assess it and not have it be this obtrusive assessment, have it be something
that’s more natural, within the class. Provide kids with feedback that is valuable. I know
that there’s still some people that think, this needs to be a part of their grade, whereas I’m
a firm believer that it’s not. It’s completely different. Trying to provide [a] rationale for
the assessment piece has been challenging.
Mary commented on another important aspect of assessment. Teachers determine
whether to provide an obtrusive or an unobtrusive assessment for any given content. Obtrusive
assessment is when instruction stops and traditional testing takes place. Unobtrusive assessment
is assessment that occurs while learning continues to take place (Marzano, 2010). Students may
not know that they are being assessed during an unobtrusive assessment. Mary’s comments also
speak to the many considerations teachers must make when determining how to assess SEL.
Julie further described the challenges associated with assessing SEL:
A lot of it ends up being individualized, which takes a lot of time for a teacher. When
you’re assessing SEL, it’s not as easy to assess and it take[s] a lot more time. It’s hard to
know that you are really assessing what you want to and if you’re asking them to reflect
upon it, that their reflection, they have the awareness to show what they really know in
terms of that target. Because I also have had an experience where I have a student who
can reflect and they can feel that they’ve mastered the target, but I can tell that they didn’t
master the target. Then that turns into a conversation of, “This is what I’ve seen. This is
what you're telling me,” and it's a great learning opportunity for the student, but then
again, that takes quite a bit of time and it’s individualized. If you have a whole class of
students, how are you going to perform that assessment with 25 students? It’s a lot of
pressure and a big time commitment for the teachers.
Julie’s comments illustrated the individualized nature of assessment. She described
student and teacher reflections around a student’s performance with respect to a SEL target that
resulted in individual conferences. These conferences or discussions helped increase students’
self-awareness, provided students with valuable feedback, and were intended to support student
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growth. However, they were time consuming, and Julie described her attempt to assess all
students as “a lot of pressure and a big time commitment.”
Cooper articulated another challenge related to SEL assessment:
I think that one thing we are struggling with is when it comes to social/emotional learning
and reporting, does it belong in the grade book, or should it be separated? That’s the big
question. I think that it brings up some really valid points and some things that we really
need to investigate and really challenges our thinking.
As Cooper stated above, many teachers were struggling with whether SEL should be included in
students’ grades. Teachers were providing students feedback regarding their progress toward
mastering SEL targets for the purpose of supporting student growth. However, teachers were
struggling as to whether they should formally “report out on” SEL assessments, and if so, should
results of these assessments impact students’ grades?
Lourdes stated:
I think that assessment of SEL should be for the main purpose of feedback, for telling
those kids and their parents where they’re at, within these competencies. I feel strongly
that it has absolutely nothing to do with a grade, an academic-based grade. I think that it
would be really great to be able to see, from freshman year, the progress that a student
has made within SEL competencies. The challenge then [becomes], “How do you
articulate those competencies throughout their four years at school?” Then making sure
that they’re gaining each one of those competencies, within each class? That's a huge
challenge. I don't know how we're going to tackle that.
Here Lourdes stated her strong belief that SEL targets should not impact a student’s course grade.
From her perspective, SEL can be embedded into content-area instruction, but assessment should
focus on providing growth-producing feedback. Many teachers believed that although SEL
knowledge and skills may influence how a student performs on assessments of course content,
they are ultimately separate skills and therefore aren’t a clear indicator of whether or not students
understand the content-area curriculum.
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Mary, Director of Physical Welfare, also commented on whether SEL should be included
in students’ grades. She stated:
Those are some of the big conversations we've been having: “Is social/emotional
learning, is that graded? Should it be factored in our grade?” So for some core content
areas, they’re still struggling with that. Should SEL affect their English grade or math
grade or should they be separate?
When asked whether SEL is part of a student’s grade in physical education, Mary stated:
It is part of the grade for our division because it’s part of our content. At this point, the
system as a whole is okay with different interpretations on that, recognizing that in some
content areas SEL is so much a part of the content that it wouldn’t make sense to separate
it from the grade. Currently our practice for grading is that it’s up to the teams; the teams
have to be consistent. Next year as a district we’re coming together and looking at
creating a grading task force, really start to unpack what’s our philosophy on grading.
What should a grade represent? To help create those guidelines when the teams sit down
and say, “What is our grading practice?” that they’re consistent with the philosophy of
the school and district. I’m really excited to see the social/emotional learning piece of it
will be part of that task force discussion. Over the next one to two years, we’ll have that
philosophy.
Mary’s comments above help illustrate the district’s “loose but tight” approach to the
issue of grading and reporting on SEL. According to Mary, the administration was comfortable
with divisions and teams within divisions making determinations around whether SEL was
included in students’ grades, but they asked that teacher teams establish a common and
consistent practice. This approach ensured that all teachers who were teaching a specific course
engage in the same grading and reporting practices. Mary also mentioned that for some divisions,
such as Physical Welfare, SEL was so integrated into their course content that it was explicitly
included in students’ grades.
Cooper indicated that students are both assessed and graded on SEL in about half of the
teams within the Fine Arts Division.
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I think there’s two thoughts here on whether SEL should be pulled out of the grade book,
but again going back to the fine arts and SEL connection, it is in our grade book. In
Dance, we do a lot of things where students then self-reflect and report on their social/
emotional learning. They are given very specific rubrics about their self-awareness,
about their self-management, relationship skills, social awareness, and responsible
decision making. Students are expected to provide evidence on why they rate themselves
on whatever target and whatever level of proficiency that they mark themselves on.
Students self-assess periodically throughout the year. Teachers then meet with students
periodically to talk about a lot of those items. Since we are standards-based grading,
students are able to go onto Infinite Campus to see their report cards or how they’re being
graded in their grade books. Students will receive a four, three, two, one based on that
and there are spots for comments that teachers can use to give feedback for social/
emotional learning. Their grade is determined on their SEL, on their choreography, and
on their technique.
Here Cooper commented on the process that teachers who teach dance courses follow. The
Dance team uses a standards-based grading and reporting format. Infinite Campus is the online
gradebook that teachers use to report out on students’ performance relative to standards and
specific learning targets. The Dance team has determined that SEL targets are integral to their
course content. As such, these targets are reported out on alongside targets related to
choreography and technique.
Lisa talked about grading and reporting of SEL as well:
As we seem to be moving towards a more evidence-based reporting model, then you have
to start teasing apart the content from the SEL. It’s really interesting to hear the teachers
talk about what they think a grade should include. I think that as a[n] administrative team,
we’re pretty much on the same page that a grade should be represent[ative] of what a
student knows in a course. At the same time, teachers want to be able to get feedback on
other components that contribute to learning, which are pretty much around the SEL. Are
our students making good decisions? Are they able to monitor their own learning? Are
they able to work well in groups? The conversation is beginning to go towards, maybe
we need to be able to report those out separately.
When asked to clarify what she meant when she said, "report those out separately," Lisa stated:
That student might get two grades so that their transcript will go to a college. Again,
these are just in the initial conversations so it’s really unclear where we’ll end up. One
vision would be that a transcript would not only show their grade in the course, which
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would then be able to link back to learning targets related to the curricular content, but
there would also then be a grade around SEL that would be linked back to SEL learning
targets.
In summary, teachers articulated many challenges associated with assessing SEL.
Teachers initially struggled with how to authentically assess SEL. Some participants
differentiated between assessing SEL knowledge versus SEL skills. Participants expressed that
assessment of SEL knowledge targets was relatively straightforward. However, assessment of
SEL skills was more challenging. Teachers wanted to find ways to unobtrusively assess SEL
skill and provide students with growth-producing feedback. Yet, this was an incredibly timeconsuming process, often including individual conferences with students to discuss any
discrepancies between students’ self-assessment and teachers’ assessments. Participants also
talked about the challenges associated with grading and reporting SEL. Some teachers taught
courses where SEL was considered an inherent part of their content curriculum. These teacher
teams believed that SEL should be part of a student’s grade. Other teacher teams wanted to
provide students with feedback regarding their SEL skills, but these teachers did not believe that
SEL should be included in a course grade. The administration acknowledged these different
philosophies and asked that teacher teams be consistent with their practices for a given course.
Participants indicated that the administration would be creating a grading and reporting task
force to address these and related issues in the coming years.
Impact
Teachers in this school have worked for years to co-construct meaning from the five
CASEL competencies and the state SEL standards. They underwent a significant process of
deconstructing the competencies and the standards so that they clearly understood the component
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parts, the implications, the greater meanings. Teachers have thought deeply about what they
want students to know and be able to do with respect to the competencies. They’ve learned to
explicitly teach SEL competencies within their content areas and they’ve worked to embed SEL
skills in their instruction. These teachers have had opportunities to reflect on the competencies
as they relate to their own personal strengths and weaknesses and they’ve learned to model these
competencies in their interactions with students, colleagues, and parents. As a result, many
participants expressed that they’ve experienced personal growth.
Jacob, Assistant Principal, stated:
I think that what I would like to believe is that in my interactions with others, whether it’s
students or faculty or other adults, parents, I think I am more intentional about the words
that I used with people and more aware of how I was feeling in a situation and how that
impacted my body language, for example, or the tone that I would use, or the words that I
would say. I would like to believe that my awareness of the importance of the
competencies and my learning related to those helped me to be a better leader.
Jacob’s comments above are significant. Jacob believes that he has become a better leader
because of SEL. His statements represent a powerful potential outcome of SEL implementation.
The idea is profound: that teachers and administrators who are deeply engaged in the work of
teaching SEL knowledge and skills may become better leaders, perhaps even better teachers.
Lisa, Assistant Principal for Teaching and Learning, shared a similarly meaningful
perspective. She stated:
[SEL has] given me a framework and a language to think about these things related to the
competencies. On two different levels: there’s the student level, and then there's the adult
level. For students, it’s given me a different perspective to think about. So if they’re
struggling, why might that be? And of course it’s ... I feel I can say always related to
SEL, but I don’t know if that’s entirely true. There might be medical reasons or
something, but more often than not certainly related to SEL, and so it makes me question,
what could we do differently to help them develop those skills so that they could be more
successful? Or how do we help them recognize why they're being successful so they can
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replicate that in other situations? Then, very similarly to adults, when adults maybe
aren’t making the best decisions, why is that? What might they be lacking? A lot of
times it comes to social awareness, self-awareness and then just pondering, what is our
responsibility to help the adults develop in their social/emotional learning? Not to
mention just questioning, how do … the skills and knowledge of adults for SEL
contribute, prevent, support the student learning and acquisition of SEL and its
subsequent skills? It helps me … frame some things.
Lisa’s comments offer great insight as to how SEL can provide a framework for thinking about
and responding to student problems and problems that adults in the school community may
experience. This is a hopeful perspective because it helps her reframe her thinking when a
problem arises so that she can consider whether the problem might be due to a skills deficit or a
lack of understanding. SEL then provides her with the knowledge and framework to teach
students and adults to solve both interpersonal and intrapersonal problems.
Cooper, Director of Fine Arts, talked about how his practices have been impacted by SEL:
I’ve tried to use opportunities. Again, I’m sometimes disconnected from the classroom,
but learning the language, understanding it, the research behind it—it’s been very helpful.
I’m reading [up] on it. Finding opportunities, how can I work with students on those sort
of things? Typically, I’m working with students when they want to drop a class or when
they’re really upset about not being cast in a play or a musical or getting that top capstone
class or that first-chair placement and really helping to talk to students on a one-on-one
basis. Talk to parents. To really be thoughtful about some of those things.
Cooper’s comments help illustrate how he, as an administrator, uses his knowledge and SEL
skills to help students process through a disappointment. He uses these same skills to
communicate with parents when discussing difficult topics.
Mary, Director of Physical Welfare, shared reflections regarding how she has personally
been impacted by SEL:
My work with the SEL committee has definitely helped me grow. . . . I’ve just been a lot
more successful and also I’ve become more in tune with the language and knowledge of
the competencies. I’ve become more self-aware of my own personal strengths and
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weaknesses. Being able to put language to where I need to grow or I have grown because
I now have that vocabulary and language for it.
Mary indicated that her experiences with SEL have led to increased self-awareness. She shared
that she now has the words to describe her areas of strength and needs for growth. This
awareness is important among teachers because it gives them the capacity to model for students.
Lourdes, World Languages teacher, talked about how her involvement with the SEL
committee has impacted her relationships with students:
I feel like I have a different relationship with my students, too, because I have this
awareness. The way that I interact with them or the way that I create situations for them
to interact in is so much more conscious of building those social/emotional competencies.
Lourdes’s comments are important for two reasons. First, the idea that teachers’ increased
awareness of SEL knowledge and skills can potentially result in better student/teacher
relationships is an intriguing one. Second, this particular teacher is not only using her increased
understandings to interact with students differently, but she is also purposefully structuring
opportunities for students to interact using these skills. She accomplishes all of this while also
teaching her content.
In summary, participants talked about becoming better leaders and better teachers as a
result of their work with SEL. They described being able to more effectively frame and respond
to problems, being able to better communicate during difficult discussions, and having different
relationships with students due to SEL implementation.
Student Impact
Teachers discussed ways in which students were impacted by SEL from their
perspectives. The comments in this section represent both subjective and objective reports of
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student impact. Jacob, Assistant Principal for Student Services, shared results of the Bar-On EQ
as it related to student impact:
The data we were gathering from the Bar-On EQ assessment indicated that for graduating
seniors ... when they took the assessment instrument their freshman year and then they
took it again as a senior, there was a significant increase in their perceptions of their own
skills and competencies. You would expect some increase just based upon the fact that
they’re older and, in theory, more mature, but the increase that we were seeing went far
beyond what you might normally expect just as a result of getting older. That gap
became wider as we got further along in the SEL implementation and they certainly can’t
say one is causing the other, but those were some data we were pretty excited about.
He continued:
We also tried to look at behaviors globally. We’ll track things like discipline problems
and tardy problems and absences and things like that, and we were seeing some
improvements in those kinds of behaviors, in particular tardiness; we’re seeing a lot of
improvements in that. Once again, can we say why? Can we point to SEL and say this is
why? Not necessarily, but at least one could argue that there is a correlation between our
increasing efforts to implement SEL and changes in behaviors that we were seeing.
Jacob indicated that data representing students’ self-perceptions of their SEL skills showed a
potentially positive impact. Additionally, school-wide behavior data also demonstrated a
potentially positive impact. This data was particularly strong with respect to tardiness. This is
powerful because administrators, teachers, deans, and counselors alike worked hard to connect
the SEL competency of responsible behavior with being on time for class.
Lisa, Assistant Principal for Teaching and Learning, talked about her perception of
student impact. She stated:
I don't know that I have anything concrete. But in one of those Algebra Enriched classes,
I just remember these kids being really passionate in debating with each other around
their learning in a way that just was very fun to watch. What made me think of it is in
that lesson, part of the lesson had been around, “What does learning look like?” and the
teacher had connected it to struggling. I see that as the SEL piece. It’s okay that learning
requires work. Learning requires confusion and that is okay. But then what do you do
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then once you recognize that? It’s okay to be confused, it’s not okay to stay confused. It
inspires this sense of hope and this sense of perseverance.
Lisa’s reflection here is that perhaps in the past a struggling learner who experienced confusion
might see that as an indication that they are not smart enough, not good enough, not capable
enough. However, her sense was that the SEL competencies embedded within this Algebra
Enriched curriculum helped students normalize confusion. These students were taught that
confusion is part of the learning process and that they can use strategies to help them understand
the material.
Cooper, Director of Fine Arts, also commented on how students were impacted by SEL:
I think students are more independent, self-reflective learners. Some of it came hand in
hand with the formative assessment initiative. The teams were looking at how they were
helping students set goals and reflect on them. What they need to do better within the
next test and how they were going to remediate. The students were making all these
plans, then they said, “Now we have to do this with [the] SEL goal.” They didn’t see the
practices that they were already doing in supporting social/emotional learning. When
they became a lot more focused in helping students become self-reflective learners,
which in essence is teaching social/emotional skills, the students have improved in their
capacity to learn.
Cooper indicated that there was an explicit effort to teach students goal-setting skills as part of
the school’s formative assessment initiative. Teachers recognized that they should set goals and
reflect around SEL competencies as well. From Cooper’s perspective this approach not only
helped students become more self-reflective, it also helped them learn. Cooper’s comments here
are consistent with Lisa’s assertion that students become more effective learners in part due to
SEL competencies and skills.
Julie, a special education teacher, stated:
You know, it’s impacted especially the students who have IEP goals because we go over
this with them all the time. They have to report on their IEP goals once a week. So they
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know the language. They can say, “I know I need to use self-awareness in this.” Or, “I
need to improve self-management.” Now, that’s just coming from my perspective
because we use the SEL language a lot in special ed.
Julie expresses a similar sentiment above, that the process of self-reflection around SEL skills
has positively impacted students. She noted that this has been particularly meaningful for
students who have SEL goals on their Individualized Education Plans because these students
were asked to conference with their case managers every week regarding their progress toward
SEL goals.
In summary, participants provided meaningful information regarding the potential impact
of SEL on students. Participants talked about student self-report data that indicated more
positive self-perceptions as well as school-wide behavior data such as reductions in the number
of students who were late to class. Additionally, teachers articulated a sense that students had
become more reflective, self-directed learners.

CHAPTER V
OVERVIEW
Social and emotional learning competencies are essential skills that can be taught and
should be supported across all grade levels. I conducted this research to (a) explore how one
high school district utilized existing educational frameworks and practices to implement SEL, (b)
understand participants’ perspectives and experiences regarding the process of SEL
implementation as well as its impact, and (c) understand the perceived role of school counselors
in SEL implementation. The purpose of this final chapter is to summarize research findings and
consider implications for policy makers, school districts, school counseling programs, educator
training programs, and future research. I will also share personal reflections regarding my
experience in conducting this research.
Summary of Research Findings
Research findings from this study were organized in four major sections. In Part One, I
discussed findings regarding how SEL was embedded within curriculum, instruction, and
assessment practices. This school district unpacked, powered, and scaled SEL learning targets
based on CASEL’s five SEL competencies. These learning targets became their SEL content,
and teachers embedded those learning targets into content-area curriculum. SEL committee
members differentiated between efforts to implicitly versus explicitly teach SEL targets to
students. Many teachers used research-based instructional strategies, such as Kagan structures,
to support their instruction and to support positive classroom climate. Scaled learning targets
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with corresponding rubrics were used both to support instruction and assessment practices.
Furthermore, whenever possible, SEL leaders used existing educational frameworks and
initiatives such as the school’s use of professional learning communities, formative assessment
initiative, and the standards-based grading and reporting initiative to frame staff development
efforts and to support implementation.
Part Two focused on ways in which SEL was embedded in school culture. This study
indicated that committee members wanted SEL to permeate every aspect of their school
community. As such, they developed a SEL vision statement and integrated aspects of that
vision into their district’s overall goals, vision, and values statements. SEL leaders also defined
success in their mission of “success for every student” to include social and emotional wellness.
Finally, committee members discussed several programs as being powerful influencers of school
culture, including freshman orientation, the Freshman Mentor program, and the district’s schoolwide privilege system. Some participants framed SEL around the school’s three-tiered Response
to Intervention model. Participants talked about a specific intervention, the mentor study
program, as a Tier Two intervention to support students who were identified as having social and
emotional needs.
In Part Three, I analyzed findings regarding school counselors’ roles with respect to SEL
implementation. Findings suggested that school counselors played a direct and substantial role
in SEL implementation. They embedded SEL language in all aspects of their work with
students, developed and taught SEL lessons in freshman advisory, explicitly taught SEL
competencies in psycho-educational groups, provided opportunities for students to reflect upon
their SEL skills, and shared feedback with students regarding their SEL competencies during
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both group and individual counseling sessions. Counselors also played an integral role in
administering and analyzing Bar-On EQ results. Some school counselors saw their work around
SEL as transformative, whereas others indicated that they continued to do what they had always
done with students, but they used different words to discuss familiar concepts and skills. I also
conceptualized findings regarding teachers’ perceptions of school counselors’ roles. Some
teachers had little knowledge or understanding of school counselors’ work. Other teachers had a
strong sense of and appreciation for the many ways in which they saw school counselors
supporting the SEL initiative.
In Part Four, I shared findings related to participants’ overall perceptions of and
experiences with the SEL implementation process. Participants primarily expressed two major
aspects of the SEL initiative as being essential: creating a common language around SEL and
connecting SEL with existing school initiatives. Participants spoke at length around challenges
they faced during the implementation process. Most notably, participants indicated that
“radiating out the learning” and assessment were two of the most significant challenges they
faced. Participants discussed “pockets of expertise” that developed within members of the SEL
Steering Committee and SEL Curriculum Committee. Although processes were in place to share
the learning across academic divisions, individual division leaders decided how to prioritize SEL
along with the many other important staff development initiatives. Some divisions were much
further ahead in directly teaching and assessing SEL skills and competencies than others.
Participants also talked about challenges related to teachers’ own SEL competencies and their
ability to teach SEL to students. Findings also included participants’ perspectives regarding the
impact of SEL. Specifically, participants indicated that they experienced significant personal
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and professional growth as a result of their work with SEL. Participants also pointed to Bar-On
EQ results as an indication that students were positively impacted by the district’s SEL initiative.
Overall, findings illustrate how this particular school district implemented social and
emotional learning standards in a high school setting. Findings indicated that social and
emotional learning standards can be deeply embedded in curriculum, instruction, and assessment
practices and can impact school culture. This research has important implications for education
policy makers, district leaders, school counselors, teachers, educator training programs, and
those interested in conducting future research. In the section below, I discuss implications as
well as recommendations based on my findings.
Implications and Recommendations for Legislation and Policy Makers
Policies that support social and emotional learning can play an essential role in
establishing SEL as an essential aspect of pre-K-12 education (www.casel.org). Legislation and
policies can affect school funding and can support school districts in prioritizing SEL initiatives.
Perhaps the most powerful finding in this study is the realization that SEL standards can be
meaningfully embedded across content areas at the high-school level and effectively integrated
into school culture. This case study example provides strong evidence of that assertion.
However, context is critical, and it is important to note that the district under investigation in this
study benefited tremendously from laws and policies that support SEL in its state.
More specifically, Illinois passed the Children’s Mental Health Act of 2003, which set
forth mandates that required the Illinois State Board of Education to develop and implement a
plan to incorporate SEL standards as part of the Illinois Learning Standards. The Act also
required every school district in Illinois to develop a policy for incorporating SEL into district
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programs. As such, Illinois became the first state to develop a set of free-standing social and
emotional learning standards.
The Illinois Children’s Mental Health Partnership and the Illinois State Board of
Education worked collaboratively with the support of CASEL to develop these standards and to
support school districts. The school district in this study received a three-year grant from the
Illinois Mental Health Partnership to support SEL implementation. The grant allowed for a
CASEL-trained, external SEL coach who guided the district in their use of CASEL’s SEL
implementation tools. Their work was therefore accomplished in a highly supportive context.
Without state standards to guide their efforts and grant monies to support the initial
implementation process, it’s difficult to say whether this district would have been able to
accomplish all that they did. This research study suggests that legislation and policy should be
developed to support SEL implementation across every state so that school districts across the
country can access high-quality SEL standards and can utilize funds to support their staff
development and SEL implementation efforts.
CASEL and their partners have long advocated for federal and state legislation that
promotes SEL and provides meaningful, coordinated assistance to local school districts. CASEL
recently recognized and celebrated many aspects of the Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA),
which was signed into law in December of 2015. CASEL also maintains a list of pending
legislative and policy priorities including the Supporting Emotional Learning Act (H. R. 497)
and the Academic, Social and Emotional Learning Act (H. R. 850). Below is a summary of the
legislative intent of these Acts as well as an explanation as to how they relate to this study’s
research findings.
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The Every Student Succeeds Act
The Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) (2015-2016) replaced the 2001 No Child Left
Behind (NCLB) Act. The Obama Administration joined advocacy groups who sought to build
upon NCLB’s positive aspects while focusing on the goal of fully preparing all students for
success in college and careers (U.S. Department of Education, 2010). ESSA required that all
students be taught to high-level college and career readiness standards and that a system of
identification and intervention supports be available to students in need. The law specifically
addresses concerns about equity by providing critical supports for the nation’s lowest performing
schools. Further, it provides for innovation and grants to support school improvement plans.
CASEL included a list of several elements included in ESSA that specifically support
SEL, including (a) the inclusion of “nonacademic” factors such as student engagement and
school climate as indicators of success, (b) language that addresses learning environments and
activities that foster “safe, healthy, supportive and drug free environments” (Title IV of ESSA
specifically mentions providing “mentoring and school counseling to all students”), and (c)
increased funding and flexibility to include social and emotional learning initiatives in their
school improvement programs.
ESSA explicitly provides for and expands upon the kind of supports the district in this
study utilized to successfully implement SEL. Specifically, ESSA requires that districts utilize a
system of identification and intervention supports referred to as multi-tiered systems of support,
or MTSS. The school district under investigation in this study conceptualized SEL as part of
their tiered system of interventions. They used data, such as the Bar-On EQ, to determine which
students needed supports and provided increasingly intensive SEL interventions, such as the
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Freshman Mentor Program, to address students’ needs. Additionally, ESSA’s inclusion of
“nonacademic” factors as indicators of success directly connects with the way in which this
school district redefined their mission of “success for every student” to include success in the
realm of social and emotional learning. Additionally, ESSA’s language around “school
counseling to all students” underscores the important role that school counselors in this study
played in SEL implementation. In summary, ESSA is an important piece of federal legislation
that will help pave the way for other districts to implement high-quality SEL programs. The law
specifically provides for several elements that were essential aspects of this school district’s SEL
implementation process.
The Supporting Emotional Learning Act
The Supporting Emotional Learning Act (H. R. 497) was originally introduced by
Representative Susan Davis (D-California) in January of 2015 and is currently pending. The bill
was reintroduced to the 114th Congress. H. R. 497 would require teaching about SEL for all preservice teachers, and it would allow funds for Teacher Quality Partnership grants that would
support SEL research and innovative practices. Additionally, H. R. 497 would set forth a
comprehensive definition of SEL and SEL programming. This Act has been referred to
committee for further consideration.
The Supporting Emotional Learning Act, if passed, would provide great assistance to
school districts by ensuring that teachers come to the classroom with a comprehensive and
common understanding of SEL and that they are ready to teach this important content. As one
participant commented, “Teachers are not necessarily highly qualified to teach social and
emotional learning the way they’re highly qualified and hired to teach the content area.” Several
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participants indicated that limited teacher knowledge of SEL was an implementation challenge.
This finding supports the idea that pre-service teachers must receive specific training
surrounding evidence-based social and emotional learning practices before they enter the
classroom so that they are ready to teach these important skills. I would argue, based on the
important role that school counselors played in this research, that the Supporting Emotional
Learning Act should be expanded to include school counselors and any licensed or certified
professionals who work with students in school settings, including school social workers, school
psychologists, and administrators, because these professionals can be instrumental in SEL
implementation.
The Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning Act
Tim Ryan submitted the Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning Act to the 114th
Congress with several co-sponsors, including Susan Davis. This pending bill was written to
support evidence-based social and emotional learning programs. The Academic, Social, and
Emotional Learning Act seeks to amend the Secondary Education Act of 1965 to include
language allowing funding for training teachers and principals in practices that support
classroom instruction and school-wide social and emotional learning initiatives. This Act
effectively complements the Supporting Emotional Learning Act by allowing funding for
training teachers and principals who are already practicing in school districts. This study
demonstrated the tremendous staff development efforts necessary just to ensure a common
language around SEL. As the district in this study moved toward deeper levels of integration,
they created a broader curriculum committee that included teachers from every division. More
than fifty teachers and staff members attended quarterly staff development sessions at this
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school. Large-scale staff development efforts are costly, and districts need resources to provide
this training.
Belfield et al. (2015) found an $11.00 return on investment for every dollar spent on
evidence-based SEL programs. These authors found measurable benefits for SEL programs that
far exceeded the costs of supporting such programs. Despite the fact that SEL programs are well
worth the investment, research has indicated that underfunded schools, particularly in highpoverty communities, face great challenges implementing and sustaining prevention and
intervention programs (Weist & Paternite, 2006). As such, legislation and policy that requires
pre-service training for educational personnel and allows for funding SEL programs, training
existing educational staff, and supporting long-term sustainability efforts could directly assist
underfunded school districts interested in implementing SEL initiatives.
Social and Emotional Learning Standards
Zinsser, Weissberg, and Dusenbury (2013) recommended all states work toward
developing integrated SEL standards from preschool through high school. CASEL and other
SEL advocates such as ISCA and ASCA have supported the efforts of state education agencies
who have sought to accomplish this goal. This district’s administrators, faculty, and staff
worked intentionally to unpack, prioritize, and scale Illinois’s SEL standards to create specific
learning targets. As one participant stated, “Our learning targets are content.” This district used
state standards to guide their curricular work. Another participant stated that the SEL
committee’s work in developing an SEL curriculum though the articulation of learning targets
was a “really successful level of achievement.”
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My research indicates that SEL standards are essential to help create a common language
around SEL and to support districts in their efforts to develop and embed SEL content across
curricular areas. Given this research, I join CASEL and other SEL groups in recommending that
all states work to develop comprehensive, integrated SEL standards from preschool through high
school. However, I do not believe that state SEL standards alone are sufficient. Teachers in this
study expressed the struggle they experienced in trying to implement SEL alongside many
competing initiatives. District leaders and SEL committee members worked hard to ensure that
SEL standards did not feel like “one more thing” layered onto an already full staff development
plan. However, many teachers expressed this sentiment and echoed the concern that it was
difficult to create a sustainability plan for SEL when so many resources were being allocated to
new content-area standards.
Findings from this study suggest that even with well-articulated state standards, teachers
still faced challenges embedding SEL into content-area curriculum. This district and many
others across the country have also been charged with the enormous task of moving from state
standards toward implementing more rigorous Common Core standards aligned with College and
Career Readiness standards. This task has created a tremendous amount of important work for
educators as they’ve developed curriculum, instructional strategies, and assessments for the new
Common Core. Given the shift from individual state standards toward national Common Core
standards and College and Career Readiness standards, I believe that SEL standards must be
thoughtfully and explicitly aligned with the Common Core and College and Career Readiness
standards.
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The district under investigation in this study was on the “bleeding edge” of the SEL
initiative. In other words, they were literally engaging in the very challenging work of doing
something that had not been done before, at least not in a comprehensive way. They certainly
benefited from having state standards and CASEL resources to guide their work. However,
district leaders had to develop their own ideas about how SEL targets fit within content-area
curriculum. If SEL standards were embedded into College and Career Readiness standards,
there would truly be one integrated, cohesive set of academic and social/emotional learning
standards. This integrated set of standards would allow teachers to seamlessly teach and assess
these important skills and competencies across content areas.
Implications and Recommendations for School Districts
This research has important implications for school districts, particularly for high school
settings. CASEL (2013) recommended high-quality approaches to SEL, including (a) explicit
instruction aligned with the five competencies, (b) systematic integration of the competencies
within academic curriculum, and (c) intentional teacher instructional practices that promote safe
and caring classroom and school communities. This school district’s work was very much in line
with CASEL’s recommendations. In terms of explicit instruction aligned with SEL
competencies, participants developed learning targets aligned with state standards and CASEL’s
five competencies, and they conducted a curricular audit to determine where these targets were
explicitly taught across the curriculum. Whenever possible, they worked toward more explicit
teaching of SEL targets. Next, they embedded these learning targets in content-area curriculum.
For example, skills such as perseverance were taught in math classes as students worked to solve
challenging problems; self-awareness was taught in fine arts classes as students invited and
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solicited feedback from others regarding their artwork; relationship skills, social awareness, and
self-management were taught in English classes as students learned about resolving conflicts
among diverse literary characters; and goal setting was taught across a variety of curricular
areas. These examples are just a few of the many ways in which SEL competencies were
integrated into academic content. Finally, this district used intentional instructional practices,
such as Kagan Learning Strategies, that help support engagement and develop communities of
learners. These findings offer important considerations for school districts interested in deeply
embedding SEL standards into their school community. Below are additional recommendations
for school districts regarding (a) developing a steering committee, (b) creating SEL vision
statements, (c) paralleling SEL with existing educational initiatives, and (d) instituting a model
of continuous improvement to deepen and sustain SEL implementation.
Developing a SEL Steering Committee
CASEL (2003, 2013) recommended developing a steering committee as a first step
toward implementing SEL standards. This research study’s findings suggest that district leaders
should seek to establish a steering committee that has a clear leadership structure and includes
representatives from all academic divisions as well as school counselors and others within
student services who have expertise and interest in SEL. This district initiated their process with
a steering committee in place, but its membership changed significantly over time. Initially, the
steering committee consisted of several student services department members, including school
social workers, school counselors, school psychologists, and a special education teacher. It
quickly became evident, however, that although these individuals had a great deal of expertise
regarding SEL, they did not necessarily have expertise with respect to curriculum, instruction,
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and assessment. As such, district leaders intentionally worked to diversify committee members’
professional backgrounds to include teacher representatives from academic divisions.
This research also indicates that a steering committee alone may not be a sufficient
structure to support ongoing, system-wide professional development. As such, school districts
should have a plan for disseminating information and supporting learning across all members of
the school community. SEL leaders in this school district attempted to address this issue by
creating a much broader SEL Curriculum Committee. The SEL Curriculum Committee included
approximately fifty educators from across the school community. The idea was that the SEL
Steering Committee would help develop and guide professional development activities for SEL
Curriculum Committee members. Curriculum committee members would, in turn, share the
information they learned with other teachers in their divisions. However, even with a welldeveloped SEL Steering Committee and a larger SEL Curriculum Committee, teachers in this
study reported struggling to “radiate out the learning” to all school community members. As a
result, “pockets of expertise” developed within specific divisions or teacher teams. School
district leaders need to consider this finding and develop comprehensive staff development plans
with clearly delineated times and structures to support this learning across all teachers and staff.
In addition to building clear learning structures for all staff, school communities might consider
embedding SEL into their teacher and administrator evaluation systems. Just as students are
provided with powerful, growth-producing feedback regarding their SEL competencies, teachers
and administrators might also benefit from opportunities for feedback and reflection regarding
their ability to model and teach SEL.
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Creating a Vision for SEL
CASEL (2013) suggested that developing a vision statement is an important step in the
SEL implementation process. Findings from this research study suggest that districts can and
should follow a comprehensive process and allow all stakeholders to participate in creating a
vision statement. The district in this study underwent a considerable process to create a
meaningful vision statement. More than one hundred community members and staff came
together to revise the school’s vision statement, and SEL was embedded throughout. As one
participant mentioned, “I think our school is so thoughtful with our vision, our goals, our
expectations of teachers, faculty, students, and parents. All of those things have been
established, revised, and formally written. There is a direct relationship and connection to SEL.”
This district’s SEL vision statement included explicit reference to the importance of welldeveloped social and emotional competencies for all members of the school community,
including teachers, students, parents, administrators, and staff. This point is important given
participants’ perspectives that some teachers struggled in their ability to teach SEL as well as the
literature that discusses the role of teachers’ own SEL competencies. Specifically, teachers’ SEL
skills affect their relationships with students and their ability to model SEL skills in response to
student behaviors, as well as their classroom organization and classroom management abilities
(Jones et al., 2013). As such, an “exemplary learning community” attends to the learning needs
of all members of the school community.
Conceptualizing a comprehensive vision can be difficult during the early stages of the
process without having an opportunity to partner with other districts who have accomplished this
work. School districts would benefit tremendously from identifying other similar districts who
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have worked extensively with CASEL and their partners and who would be willing to serve as
mentor districts. Site visits and document reviews can help illustrate the possibilities and
provide for a clearer conceptualization of what can be accomplished. School district leaders
should consider beginning with a written vision statement specifically for SEL implementation.
As this vision becomes a reality, school district leaders should engage in a comprehensive
process that allows opportunities for multiple stakeholders to contribute and ensure that the SEL
vision addresses all members of the school community and is embedded in the overall school
district’s mission, vision, and values statements as well as district goals.
Parallel SEL with Existing Educational Frameworks
Implications from this study suggest that staff development considerations for SEL
implementation are immense. Clearly, school district leaders need to consider readiness for an
initiative of this magnitude. Strong school systems consider stress on the system and work to
build capacity before initiating any school improvement project. Whenever possible, this
district’s leaders chose to implement SEL standards using the same processes that were being
used across content areas. This plan was strategic because it built upon knowledge and
experiences that were familiar to teachers and tapped into teachers’ expertise with curriculum,
instruction, and assessment.
As such, district leaders considering this work are encouraged to parallel SEL
implementation with other existing initiatives as a way to create coherency and avoid the
perception of SEL as “one more thing.” The school district in this study made efforts to
conceptualize SEL within an integrated framework. Participants remarked that this was one of
the great successes of their process. Findings suggest that district leaders should consider SEL as
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it relates to (a) Response to Intervention (RTI) or multi-tiered systems of support (MTSS); (b)
grading, reporting, and assessment practices; and (c) professional learning communities (PLCs).
Response to Intervention and multi-tiered systems of support. Participants in this study
discussed how SEL fit within their Response to Intervention system. Some participants
expressed this thinking more clearly than others, in part because the SEL initiative wasn’t
initially presented within the RTI framework. Instead, committee members came to understand
it in that way over time and then began to conceptualize SEL using RTI language. RTI and
MTSS appear to be particularly helpful constructs in conceptualizing SEL, and school district
personnel should consider using this model as they introduce their SEL initiatives.
As stated previously, RTI is most commonly conceptualized as a three-tiered model of
academic and behavioral supports (Tilly et al., 1999). Tier One is defined as the core curriculum
or educational program that is delivered to all students. The model suggests that, given a robust
core educational program, approximately 80% of students should successfully meet academic
and behavioral standards (Tier One). Fifteen percent of students will need small-group,
supplemental supports (Tier Two), and five percent of students will need individualized,
intensive supports (Tier Three). This educational framework is familiar to most educators, as
schools have now spent the past 15 or more years developing problem-solving teams designed to
support the RTI process. It makes sense, then, that RTI could be used to support district leaders
as they think about designing a Tier One SEL curriculum for all students as well as tiered
interventions and supports for identified students who struggle to meet SEL standards. More
recently, school leaders have adopted MTSS. Many consider RTI to be embedded within an
MTSS framework. MTSS, however, considers adult as well as student learning and is a model
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for continuous improvement. MTSS was developed in an effort to integrate school improvement
initiatives with service delivery initiatives for students. As such, MTSS may well serve as a
more comprehensive framework for supporting both adults and students in their development of
SEL knowledge and skills.
Grading, reporting, and assessment practices. Findings from this study indicated that
SEL committee members used standards-based grading and reporting and formative assessment
initiatives to further their work around SEL. They engaged in meaningful discussions over time
with respect to questions like, “What is the purpose of assessment?” and “What is in a grade?”
Answers to these important questions guided their efforts with respect to academic and SEL
content. School leaders decided that assessment was primarily for the purpose of providing
growth-producing feedback and that grades should reflect what a student knows and is able to do
with respect to the standards.
Despite having had these robust conversations for years prior to and during their SEL
initiative, assessment of SEL still presented this school district many challenges. For example,
participants differed in their beliefs around whether SEL should be included in a grade. Some
participants indicated that SEL is represented by student engagement, participation, homework
completion, and behavior and that these components are embedded in course grades. Other
participants indicated that SEL skills and competencies are such an inherent part of their
curriculum that it wouldn’t make sense to separate the SEL from the academic course content.
Still other participants believed strongly that SEL should be represented separately, and one
participant suggested that perhaps teachers should issue course grades regarding what a student
knows and is able to do with respect to the academic content and a separate course grade
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regarding SEL content. At the time I conducted this research, district leaders were comfortable
allowing teacher teams to determine and communicate their own grading and reporting practices.
However, several participants mentioned that a grading and reporting task force was in the works
and they hoped to receive further guidance regarding this issue from the task force. These
findings suggest district leaders need to thoughtfully consider their grading, reporting, and
assessment practices as they relate to both content-area curriculum and SEL.
Professional learning communities. School districts across the country provide times for
teacher teams to work in Professional learning communities (PLCs). Teachers share
instructional strategies and review assessment data during PLC meetings. Findings from this
study suggest that teachers were able to use PLC time to consider how SEL could be embedded
into their course content. One teacher provided an example of a lesson planning template he
used to consider how SEL targets might relate to any given lesson. Implications from these
findings suggest that districts that use PLCs will be better positioned to engage in the deeply
important conversations around curriculum, instruction, and assessment needed to support SEL
integration. PLC schools are also well positioned to institute a model of continuous
improvement to ensure deep SEL implementation.
In summary, this study has many implications for school districts. Districts would
benefit from working closely with CASEL’s implementation tool kit and reviewing their related
materials to (a) assess readiness and (b) plan for implementation. Districts should seek out
resources and consider partnerships with organizations who can support their work. SEL
Steering Committees should look to other districts who have implemented SEL initiatives and
should consider the challenges they experienced on the front end so that they can effectively plan

141
for implementation. Districts should develop a diverse steering committee with representatives
from across academic divisions as well as student services, and they should engage in an
inclusive process with multiple stakeholders to develop meaningful mission and vision
statements related to SEL. Finally, district leaders should consider ways in which their SEL
initiatives can be integrated into existing staff development initiatives such as RTI/MTSS;
grading, reporting, and assessment practices; and PLCs.
Implications for School Counseling Programs and School Counselors
The ASCA (2012) National Model sets forth guidelines for school counseling programs.
ASCA is committed to (a) ensuring equitable access to rigorous courses for all students, (b)
identifying knowledge and skills all students will acquire as a result of school counseling
programs, (c) delivering services systematically, and (d) engaging in data-driven decision
making. SEL implementation has important implications for each of these indicators. Below are
ways in which my research findings align with purposes of the ASCA model. Implications for
school counselors are embedded.
Equitable Access
Research suggests that students with better developed SEL skills earn higher achievement
scores and perform better on indicators of classroom performance (Agostin & Bain, 1997;
DiPerna & Elliott, 1999; Durlak et al., 2011; Malecki & Elliott, 2002). SEL skills can be taught
and school counselors are well positioned to teach them. School counselors work hard to ensure
that all students have equitable access to rigorous curriculum. Strong SEL competencies might
be the missing factor for some students who could otherwise be successful working in higher
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level or advanced-placement courses. As such, school counselors should embrace their role in
directly supporting SEL skill development and helping students see direct relationships between
SEL skills and academic performance.
In 2017, Illinois will become the first state to partner with the Lead Higher Initiative in an
effort to close equity and achievement gaps for students of color and low-income students
(http://www.leadhigher.org). Lead Higher uses the term “students of color” rather than the term
“minority students” to refer to students who identify as Black, Latino, Asian, Native
Hawaiian/Pacific Islander, American Indian/Alaska Native, and students of two or more races
because this term, according to the Office of Civil Rights, reflects that these students are often
the majority, not the minority, in some schools. Several Illinois schools are already working
with Equal Opportunity Schools (EOS), one of the Lead Higher Initiative’s partner
organizations, that supports school districts in increasing access to advanced-placement (AP) and
International Baccalaureate (IB) coursework (http://eoschools.org).
School counselors across the country champion these efforts. However, counselors are
also “on the front lines” and serve as initial responders for students struggling in any level of
coursework. School counselors not only advocate for access to rigorous coursework for
underprivileged students, they also advocate for interventions and strategies to support students
and ensure their success in these rigorous courses. Given the research cited throughout this study
that suggests students with well-developed SEL skills perform better in academic coursework
and measures of achievement, school counselors should conceptualize SEL as one way to close
the equity and achievement gap as well as support students in advanced coursework.
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Identifying Knowledge and Skills
School counselors in this study worked diligently to embed SEL knowledge and skills
into all aspects of their work with students. Findings suggest that school counseling programs
should explicitly include the five SEL competencies in addition to any SEL standards developed
within their state as part of the knowledge and skills all students will acquire. School counselors
should work with teachers to help identify connections between SEL competencies and contentarea standards. School counselors should consider the SEL standards that students should learn
in specific courses and regularly engage students in conversations about SEL skills during course
selection and group guidance. School counselors might consider developing a resource that
considers how their school counseling programs address each of the five SEL competencies.
Counselors might develop a separate chart for each domain of practice (personal/social, career
and academic) so that they can identify ways in which SEL skills align with ASCA’s model.
Delivering Services Systematically
Findings from this study suggest that school counselors should consider their district’s
Response to Intervention or MTSS framework as it relates to SEL. Counselors should support
efforts to include Tier One SEL instruction to all students. Students who demonstrate difficulties
mastering SEL targets should be systematically referred to Tier Two interventions. Similarly,
students who do not respond to small-group, Tier Two supports should receive more
individualized, Tier Three interventions. School counselors could also work with special
education divisions to consider the social and emotional needs of students who qualify for
special education services so that IEP goals and interventions can be aligned with SEL needs.
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School counselors in this study helped ensure that students who needed Tier Two interventions,
such as the school’s mentor study program, were appropriately placed in those programs. They
also worked closely with mentor study teachers to monitor students’ progress over time.
Data-Based Decisions
School counselors in this study talked about the data-driven nature of their roles.
Counselors in this study administered the Bar-On EQ (Bar-On, 2004) as a SEL screening
instrument and used the resulting data in consultation with school social workers and school
psychologists to identify students who needed intervention. School counselors should take
leadership roles in problem-solving teams to ensure that data drives decision making at all three
intervention tiers. Counselors should collaborate with school psychologists and school social
workers to recommend SEL screening tools for all students and should consider ways in which
school-wide data sources might serve as indicators of SEL needs. For example, office
disciplinary referrals, GPA, absences, and nurse visits might all serve as important indicators of
students’ overall social and emotional well-being. These data points coupled with SEL screener
data can serve as powerful information and can help support intervention planning.
In summary, this research aligns well with the ASCA model’s purpose. ASCA leaders
acknowledge that school counselors must adhere to other state and national standards. However,
ASCA stops short of explicitly referencing and integrating social and emotional learning
standards into their model. School counselors-in-training as well as practicing school counselors
would benefit from more explicit guidance from ASCA regarding how SEL can be integrated
into personal/social, academic and career domains. Collaboration between ASCA and CASEL
might help inform this integrative work.
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Implications and Recommendations for Educator Training Programs
I know in my school I have my colleagues. This is our school’s initiative. I know I have
the support of the people I’m working with, and it’s the goal of the administration to
implement this. I did not get this [SEL knowledge] from my school counseling graduate
program. I got it from this place. (Jane, School Counselor)
The above quote from Jane underscores this research study’s important implications for
educator training programs. SEL skills and competencies must be taught in pre-service educator
training programs so that teachers, administrators, and student services personnel are well
prepared to implement SEL programs.
Including course content in SEL skill development and competencies is imperative in
states that have developed SEL standards, and perhaps it is even more important in states that
have not yet done so. Below are implications and recommendations for (a) teacher training
programs, (b) principal leadership programs, and (c) counselor educator programs as well as
training programs for school social workers and school psychologists.
Teacher Training Programs
As one of the administrators in this study noted, “I think before it used to be viewed as
the school counselor’s job to teach the students these skills, but now the shift is it’s everybody’s
job to teach these skills.” This participant’s statement speaks to the important role that teachers
in this school district played in implementing the SEL initiative. This district’s process evolved
over time and became very much a teacher-driven process focused on curriculum, instruction,
and assessment. Teachers in this school received considerable SEL-related staff development,
and still some participants in this study noted that some teachers were ill-prepared to effectively
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model and teach SEL competencies. This further speaks to the need for teacher training
programs to address this important knowledge and skill gap.
Pre-kindergarten through 12th-grade teacher training programs must ensure that teachers
enter the field with an understanding of SEL competencies and skills. Teachers need to
understand the “why” behind SEL initiatives and must be armed with research in support of SEL.
Joyce and Showers (2002) suggest that professional development practices include the
theoretical basis underlying the teaching so that educators can use this understanding to teach
others and build consensus. These authors also emphasize the importance of providing educators
with demonstration/modeling, opportunities to practice, and immediate feedback to promote skill
development. As such, teacher training programs might consider (a) direct instruction around
SEL competencies, (b) modeling how to plan for and deliver a content-specific lesson with
embedded SEL learning targets, (c) opportunities for pre-service teachers to develop and
demonstrate their own SEL lesson, and (d) feedback as to how pre-service teachers can improve
lessons and their instruction. SEL instruction of this kind might take place in a course designed
to address classroom management techniques, but it should also be embedded across curricular
areas. Additionally, teacher training programs must provide opportunities for pre-service
teachers to receive feedback on and reflect upon their own SEL skills. Training programs need
to help pre-service teachers see the connection between their own SEL skills and their ability to
effectively model and teach these skills to students.
Principal/Administrator Training Programs
Several administrators, including division directors and assistant principals, participated
in this study. Administrators in this district played an integral role in SEL implementation.
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Their contributions were significant; they helped lead and prioritize staff development efforts,
supported the development of the SEL vision statements, and worked to collaboratively create
district-wide goals regarding SEL. Administrators also worked to develop their own SEL skills
so that they could model those skills as they interacted with teachers, parents, and students. As
one administrator stated, “I would like to believe that my awareness of the importance of the
competencies and my learning related to those [competencies] helped me to be a better leader.”
It is clear that administrators must develop expertise around SEL given their role in
leading staff development, setting the culture for the school, modeling SEL competencies, and
leading curriculum, instruction, and assessment initiatives. As such, principal leadership training
programs and administrative training programs should provide instruction on SEL skills and
competencies. Administrative training programs should ensure that future leaders understand the
powerful role that SEL can play in increasing student achievement and decreasing problem
behaviors. Further, administrator training programs should help principals and district leaders
recognize the important role they play in supporting sustainable SEL instruction.
School Counselor, School Psychologist, and School Social Worker Training Programs
Student services providers need to be armed with research regarding SEL benefits so they
can effectively advocate for SEL standards and for broad, comprehensive standards
implementation. This study focused on the role of school counselors in SEL implementation.
However, depending on the school district, school social workers or school psychologists may
take a leading role in SEL implementation. As such, all three disciplines should receive preservice training in social and emotional learning.
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Counselors in this study spoke about counselors-in-training’s need for pre-service
education. One particular counselor suggested that counselor educators should include a unit of
study regarding SEL, and that unit should be taught in the same course as the ASCA model.
When asked what advice she would give to counselor educators who are teaching pre-service
counselors, she stated, “If you are teaching about state goals and what students need to learn in
high school, then you would say, ‘They’ve put forth an SEL goal, and here is where you as a
counselor will really shine and really play a huge role in your schools.’” This recommendation
should be underscored, as this approach would help school counselors see the many connections
between SEL standards and their professional practice, not only within the personal/social
domain but also within academic and career domains.
In summary, teacher training programs, principal and administrator training programs,
and student services provider training programs have an important role to play in preparing
future educators to implement SEL initiatives. Educators-in-training would benefit from explicit
instruction in SEL research and methods of implementation. This instruction would better
prepare educators as they seek to become SEL consultants and advocates who make substantial
contributions to school districts. Most importantly, perhaps, explicitly embedding knowledge of
SEL skills and standards in educator training programs would help ensure equity and access to
high-quality SEL programs for all students.
Implications for Future Research
This study has several implications for future research. However, it is important for the
reader to note that this is a particular case study that may or may not resonate; this school, and
therefore this case, is not meant to be representative of all schools. Some future research
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implications are born out of challenges faced in the current study and others are related to gaps in
existing research. Implications for future research related to this study include (a) expanding the
current study by increasing the number of participants and ensuring all curricular areas are well
represented and more thoroughly examined, (b) replicating this study in other districts with
different demographics and different resources, and (c) including parents and students as
participants. Additional recommendations for future research should (a) address how CASEL’s
model of the five competencies fits with the many other bodies of research related to
noncognitve factors, personality traits, and mindsets, and (b) how instruction in SEL and other
“noncognitive” factors might support school districts in their efforts to successfully support
minority and low-income students in AP and IB coursework.
Increase and Diversify Participants
Only 8 of the 17 participants in this study were current classroom teachers. This
proportionately low representation was in part due to the fact that the steering committee
underwent significant membership changes over time, and several SEL committee members had
moved on to other positions in other school districts and therefore could not participate in the
study. Some SEL committee members were new to the committee and therefore didn’t meet the
two-year requirement set forth for study participants. Others simply didn’t make the
commitment to participate for reasons unknown. Additionally, teachers and administrators who
participated in this study did not represent each academic division within the school. As such,
curriculum and instruction examples provided were limited to participants’ content areas. Future
studies should seek to include participants from each of the core academic divisions of a high
school. Focus groups of content-alike teachers within each academic division would be
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particularly helpful and would likely result in a deeper understanding of the extent to which each
division embeds SEL. Focus groups with content-alike teachers could focus on ways in which
SEL standards intersect with Common Core state standards and College and Career Readiness
standards. This would help guide staff development efforts moving forward toward an integrated
academic and SEL standards-based approach.
Similarly, only five school counselors participated in the study. Future research studies
should include individual interviews with school counselors or multiple school counselor focus
groups. More in-depth interviews and additional focus groups would lead to a more robust
understanding of school counselors’ role in implementing SEL and might also help set a vision
for ways in which school counselors can continue to provide leadership with respect to SEL.
Additionally, focus groups might include school social workers and school psychologists to
allow for collaborative conversations around how these professionals can work together in
support of SEL implementation.
Consider Other Demographics and Issues Related to Resource Allocation
In a letter to school districts, the Assistant Secretary for the U.S. Department of
Education’s Office of Civil Rights (2012) wrote, “The allocation of school resources … too often
exacerbates rather than remedies achievement and opportunity gaps.” This school district is
located in a high-socioeconomic area and has both access to considerable resources and strong
staff development structures. Other districts and communities are struggling with incredibly
challenging funding issues that limit districts’ ability to implement and sustain high-quality
school improvement plans. Future researchers should consider how under-resourced schools
might access grants and other funding sources to support SEL implementation.
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CASEL continues to partner with school districts, share examples, and provide additional
direction and guidance as part of their Collaborating School Districts Initiative. These districts
are from diverse areas of the country and will help provide lessons learned for SEL leaders
working with more diverse populations.
Parents and Students as Participants
Parents are key stakeholders in any educational initiative, but parents seem particularly
important in an initiative that focuses on children’s social and emotional well-being. This study
did not include parents or students as participants. Parents and students would have added
important perspectives, particularly regarding SEL’s impact. As discussed in Chapter IV, some
teachers in this study questioned whether it was their job or parents’ job to teach social and
emotional competencies. Many indicated that there is a mutual responsibility, and the school’s
SEL vision statements certainly illustrate the important role parents play in modeling and
reinforcing SEL competencies. Additionally, this study revealed the powerful role that students
can play in teaching SEL skills to other students. Specifically, freshman mentors were trained to
help teach SEL standards in the Freshman Mentor Program. Future researchers should consider
parents’ and students’ perspectives regarding both the impact of SEL and the roles that families
and students can play in supporting SEL initiatives. Researchers might also consider observing
students in classrooms where teachers are explicitly teaching SEL skills.
CASEL Competencies, Noncognitive Factors, Traits, and Mindsets
Future researchers should also consider ways in which CASEL’s five social and
emotional learning competencies relate to other bodies of research regarding noncognitive
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factors, personality traits, and mindsets. This study’s participants used CASEL’s framework to
create a common language surrounding SEL. SEL leaders developed learning targets aligned to
these competencies and to Illinois state standards. However, other researchers have considered
the impact of different social and emotional traits, skills, mindsets, and habits as they related to
academic achievement and success in school and life (Duckworth et al., 2007; Dweck, 2006).
Although there may never be perfect agreement in terms of the specific terminology or
constructs involved in student success, a better understanding of how these constructs
interconnect may help practitioners design more effective interventions to support students.
SEL and Equitable Access to Advanced Placement (AP) and
International Baccalaureate (IB) Coursework
Future researchers should consider SEL’s mitigating role in supporting equity and access
to advanced coursework for students of color, low-income students, and other traditionally
underprivileged, disenfranchised, and marginalized groups, such as students with disabilities,
English language learners, students from military families, and so forth. Researchers should
examine whether students of color, low-income students, and students with disabilities, for
example, who are rated highly on SEL competencies and skills are more likely to be successful
in AP coursework (and therefore more likely to receive a qualifying score on College Board or
IB examinations). Related studies should consider whether students are more successful in AP
and IB coursework if they are taught by teachers who deeply embed SEL competencies in their
classes and specifically use instructional strategies that support SEL. This future research should
control for variables such as IQ or performance on achievement tests. Still other studies might
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consider how parallel coursework designed to provide extended learning opportunities for
students might be more effective if SEL strategies and skills were embedded throughout.
Personal Reflections
My journey to conduct this research and complete this dissertation started four years ago.
I did not struggle to select a dissertation topic; I knew I wanted to study social and emotional
learning. I had been passionately pursuing knowledge around SEL standards for many years. I
was interested in furthering my knowledge and sharing that knowledge with others. I had served
as a member of the SEL Steering Committee at the school where this study was completed. As
such, I experienced firsthand many of the successes and challenges participants in this study
discussed. I also experienced what it was like to work directly with a CASEL coach, establish
the “why behind the work,” and initiate an implementation process of this magnitude. This
experience served me well throughout the study and helped study participants feel a level of
comfort with me as a researcher. However, I also had to be very intentional about quieting my
own internal voice so that I could truly listen to and hear participants’ unique experiences.
Similarly, I had to be clear with participants that they should speak to me as if I had no previous
understanding of SEL. I did so because I wanted them to avoid making assumptions about what
I knew. Furthermore, I wanted to be sure their contributions would be clear to this study’s future
readers.
My work at this district led to another exciting career opportunity for me. I was offered a
district administrative position in the Student Services Department for an elementary district that
feeds into this same high school. This elementary district was already doing some great work
around SEL in collaboration with the high school district, and I was brought on, in part, to
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support their efforts. In this new position, I led SEL staff development efforts. It was here that I
developed expertise around the broader implementation process. Because this elementary
district feeds into the high school district under investigation in this study, I was able to continue
working collaboratively with the high school’s steering committee members as part of a
consortium effort to articulate SEL standards and learning targets for grades pre-K-12.
I also spent years co-leading a consortium-wide committee that was primarily made up of
parent representatives from the high school district and each of the sender school districts. This
experience was powerful for me because it gave me the opportunity to view SEL through the
lens of parents. I developed strong relationships with parents in this group over time and was
humbled by their commitment to working with their children’s school districts in support of
SEL.
Unexpected Findings
Although I experienced the SEL implementation process firsthand, some findings still
surprised me. Specifically, I did not expect the extent to which participants talked about this
school district’s “pockets of expertise.” Many participants discussed the challenges this district
faced in “radiating out the learning” to the broader school system. I found this challenge
surprising, perhaps because I knew the extensive staff development efforts this district
undertook, and my sense had been that the learning was more evenly distributed across all
teachers in the district. It’s also likely that I was a part of those “pockets of expertise” at the
time, and therefore I did not have a clear sense of how deeply SEL was embedded in a typical
classroom.
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When I reflect on that finding, I think the administration at this particular school wanted
to ensure that all division directors and teachers were knowledgeable about SEL and were
modeling the competencies to students, but they stopped short of mandating a SEL curriculum or
dictating the extent to which directors should dedicate their limited division-specific staff
development hours to this work. I also think that administrators recognized the importance of
teachers coming to teach SEL willingly and with authenticity. School leaders wanted teachers to
want to teach SEL, and they shepherded them in that direction. Although this approach may
have contributed to an uneven distribution of knowledge and expertise around SEL in the short
term, my sense is that the district will experience broad-based buy-in and more deep levels of
implementation across teachers in the long term.
I also was surprised by the limited interactions or lack of knowledge that some teachers
expressed with respect to school counselors’ role in SEL implementation. Some teachers seemed
to have a clear sense of counselors’ contributions to SEL. These teachers recognized that SEL
was consistent with school counselors’ areas of expertise and that counselors had a powerful role
in SEL implementation. Other teachers reported having limited interactions with counselors and
had no knowledge of how counselors were supporting SEL.
I’ve considered this finding in light of a few possibilities. First, this finding appears to be
consistent with one school counselor’s statement: “One of the things that I wish the teachers
would do more—and they do not—is to use us as resources for SEL things.” It’s quite possible
that at least some teachers do not use counselors as a resource because they don’t know what
counselors do related to SEL. This idea fits with what one teacher in the focus group said
regarding counselors’ work being “behind the scenes.” It is certainly true that school counselors
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wear many hats and that a relatively significant part of their work happens during confidential
conversations with students and families. Second, counselors in this study expressed different
perspectives regarding SEL. Some saw SEL as transformative and described deep levels of
integration in all aspects of their work with students, but others saw SEL as simply a new
vocabulary to support the same work they had always done. Based on this related finding, it’s
possible that different counselors projected different images of the extent to which SEL is
embedded in their work. I would imagine that the phenomenon of “pockets of expertise” also
applied to the Student Services Division, where even among school counselors, some had a
greater understanding and even more passion for SEL than others. I wonder if perhaps
counselors in this school might identify future opportunities to more broadly communicate their
role to the larger school community. As this district continues to work toward making their SEL
vision a reality, school counselors can, and in my opinion should, clearly establish themselves as
SEL content experts who are available to offer powerful consultation to teachers as they integrate
SEL targets into their curriculum.
Summary
Social and emotional learning standards are an integral component of student learning
from preschool through high school in Illinois. As more states develop SEL standards, policy
makers determine innovative ways to support SEL, and SEL leaders continue to identify ways in
which SEL can be embedded into Career and College Readiness standards, students all across
the country will benefit. The purpose of this study was to (a) explore how one high school
district utilized existing educational frameworks and practices to implement SEL, (b) understand
participants’ perspectives regarding the process of SEL implementation as well as its impact, and
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(c) understand the perceived role of school counselors in SEL implementation. This study’s
findings were responsive to research questions and yielded insights that may inform future
educational practices as well as future research. This research is significant because it explored a
fundamental paradigm shift: a move from a hidden social and emotional curriculum implemented
primarily by student services personnel to core curriculum and educational programming that is
explicitly and implicitly taught, modeled, and assessed by classroom teachers, administrators,
school counselors, and student services personnel alike. This study explored how this shift
occurred and continues to evolve in one school district. It was a great privilege to engage in this
work.
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ADULT CONSENT FORM
I agree to participate in a research project titled, Social and Emotional Learning (SEL): A
qualitative case study of participants’ perspectives and experiences, being conducted by
Kimberly Melton Lechner, a doctoral candidate at Northern Illinois University. I have been
informed that the purpose of the study is (a) explore how one high school district utilized
existing educational frameworks and practices to implement SEL, (b) understand participants’
perspectives and experiences regarding the process of SEL implementation as well as it’s impact,
and (c) understand the perceived role of school counselors in SEL implementation.
I understand that I will be asked to participate in an individual interview or a focus group.
Interviews and focus groups will be audio recorded and transcribed to allow for review and
analysis and are expected to last approximately 60 minutes. I am aware that my participation is
voluntary and may be withdrawn at any time without penalty or prejudice, and that if I have any
additional questions concerning this study, I may contact Kim Lechner at 630-660-6638 or Dr.
Scott Wickman, Doctoral Dissertation Chairperson at swickman@niu.edu. I understand that if I
wish further information regarding my rights as a research subject, I may contact the Office of
Research Compliance at Northern Illinois University at (815) 753-8588.
I understand that the intended benefits of this study include the opportunity to contribute
to a growing body of knowledge around SEL that may help inform educational practices. I have
been informed that risks of participation are minimal and are related to potential limits of
confidentiality. I understand that steps will be taken to protect my identity and that the name of
my school will not be explicitly indicated in this research. However, my school will be
described, and it is possible that interested and informed readers may be able to identify the
school district. I understand that my name will not be used in connection with this research, and
that I will be assigned a pseudonym. All transcripts and associated records will be maintained
only through the use of a pseudonym and will be maintained on a password-protected computer.
However, I understand that it is possible that interested and informed readers may connect
specific experiences I may share with my position title or my role within the school district.
Additionally, I understand that study participants may be able to identify one another, based on
their knowledge of the research project and/or shared participation in a focus group. I further
understand that due to the nature of focus groups, confidentiality among participants cannot be
the guaranteed. Finally, I understand that my consent to participate in this project does not
constitute a waiver of any legal rights or redress I might have as a result of my participation, and
I acknowledge that I have received a copy of this consent form.
Participant’s Name (please print): ____________________________________________
Participant’s Signature: ____________________________________________________
Phone number:________________________________
Email Address: ________________________________
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Demographic Data Sheet
My position title: ________________________________
Number of years I’ve held this title: __________________________________
My previous position title:________________________________
Number of years I held this title: _________________________
Number of years I’ve served on the Social Emotional Learning Committee: _________
Gender:___________________
Number of years working in education:______________give ranges
My contact information:
Email address:_______________________________________________
Phone number:______________________________________________
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Dear SEL Steering Committee Members,
You are invited to participate in a research study regarding Social and Emotional
Learning (SEL). The purpose of this study is to (a) explore how one high school district utilized
existing educational frameworks and practices to implement SEL, (b) understand participants’
perspectives and experiences regarding the process of SEL implementation as well as its impact,
and (c) understand the perceived role of school counselors in SEL implementation. Your
participation in this study requires an interview during which you will be asked questions about
your perspectives and experiences as a member of your school’s SEL Steering Committee. The
interview will last approximately 45 to 60 minutes and will take place at a time and location that
is mutually agreeable. With your consent, the interview will be audio-recorded and transcribed
to ensure that an accurate record is available for review and analysis.
Please see attached an informed consent document that details possible benefits and any
potential risks of participation. Please take a moment to reply to this email within the next three
days and indicate whether you are interested and willing to participate. If you have questions
regarding this study, feel free to contact me via email (kimberlylechner@gmail.com) or by
phone at (630) 660-6638. I greatly appreciate your time and consideration, and I look forward to
hearing from you soon.

Kind Regards,
Kimberly Melton Lechner
Northern Illinois University
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Dear SEL Curriculum Committee Members,
You are invited to participate in a research study regarding Social and Emotional
Learning (SEL). The purpose of this study is to (a) explore how one high school district utilized
existing educational frameworks and practices to implement SEL, (b) understand participants’
perspectives and experiences regarding the process of SEL implementation as well as its impact,
and (c) understand the perceived role of school counselors in SEL implementation. Your
involvement in this study requires participation in a focus group during which you will be asked
questions about your perspectives and experiences as a member of your school’s SEL
Curriculum Committee. The focus group will last approximately 60 minutes and will take place
at a time and location that is mutually agreeable for the group. With your consent, the focus
group interview will be audio-recorded and transcribed to ensure that an accurate record is
available for review and analysis.
Please see attached an informed consent document that details possible benefits and any
potential risks of participation. Please take a moment to reply to this email within the next three
days and indicate whether you are interested and willing to participate. If you have questions
regarding this study, please feel free to contact me via email (kimberlylechner@gmail.com) or
by phone at (630) 660-6638. I greatly appreciate your time and consideration, and I look
forward to hearing from you soon.

Kind Regards,
Kimberly Melton Lechner
Northern Illinois University
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Dear School Counselors,
You are invited to participate in a research study regarding Social and Emotional
Learning (SEL). The purpose of this study is to (a) explore how one high school district utilized
existing educational frameworks and practices to implement SEL, (b) understand participants’
perspectives and experiences regarding the process of SEL implementation as well as its impact,
and (c) understand the perceived role of school counselors in SEL implementation. Your
involvement in this study requires participation in a focus group during which you will be asked
questions about your perspectives and experiences regarding school counselors’ role in SEL
implementation. The focus group will last approximately 60 minutes and will take place at a
time and location that is mutually agreeable for the group. The focus group interview will be
audio-recorded and transcribed to ensure that an accurate record is available for review and
analysis.
Please see attached an informed consent document that details possible benefits and any
potential risks of participation. Please take a moment to reply to this email within the next three
days and indicate whether you are willing to participate. If you have questions regarding this
study, please feel free to contact me via email (kimberlylechner@gmail.com) or by phone at
(630) 660-6638. I greatly appreciate your time and consideration, and I look forward to hearing
from you soon.

Kind Regards,
Kimberly Melton Lechner
Northern Illinois University

APPENDIX D
RESEARCH QUESTIONS AND CORRESPONDING INTERVIEW QUESTIONS
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Research Questions and Corresponding Interview Questions
1. How has SEL been (a) implemented within curriculum, instruction, and assessment practices;
and (b) embedded into school culture?
● How has your school/division implemented SEL within content area curricula?
● Please describe any research-based curricula or curricular materials your school/division
has used to support SEL implementation.
●

How has your school/division implemented SEL within instructional practices?

● How has your school/division implemented SEL within assessment practices? Talk about
assessing SEL skills?
● How has your school embedded SEL into school culture, defined as traditions, beliefs,
policies and norms?
2. What are participants’ perspectives in terms of the (a) process of SEL implementation; and (b)
impact of SEL?\
•

Talk about your experience as a member of the SEL Steering Committee.

● What do you think went particularly well with respect to SEL implementation?
● From your perspective, what has been the greatest challenge with respect to SEL
implementation?
● What if anything would you have done differently with respect to SEL implementation?
● From your perspective, how has SEL impacted students (learning & behavior)?
● From your perspective, how has SEL impacted faculty?
● How have you been impacted by SEL?
3. How do participants perceive the role of school counselors in SEL implementation?
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● How have school counselors impacted SEL implementation at your school?
●

From your perspective, how has the role of a school counselor at your school changed as
a result of SEL implementation?

4. What educational frameworks, initiatives or practices have supported SEL implementation?
● What existing educational frameworks, initiatives or practices have supported SEL
implementation?
● What resources have supported SEL implementation?
● What training have you had with respect to SEL implementation?

APPENDIX E
DRAFT SEL SCALED TARGETS

I help others identify and apply healthy strategies to
decrease their stress level.

Focus on manageable, controllable pieces

Remove self from situation
- Laugh
Journaling thoughts/feelings - Focus on the positive
Take deep breaths
- Reframe the problem
Listen to music
- Express feelings

Possible observable behaviors/examples

(As of 1/10/13)

I can identify healthy strategies to decrease my stress level.
1.0
* Application of strategies can either be observed by the evaluator or expressed by the student to the evaluator

Score
2.0
Score

I can identify healthy strategies and with support, apply them
to decrease my stress level.

Score
3.0
I apply healthy strategies to decrease my stress level.
Target
Level

Score
4.0

Scale

Standard:
Intrapersonal skills: Self-Awareness and Self Management
Skills. Objective:
I manage my emotions.
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I describe my feelings but need help when connecting how
they affect my actions.
With support, I can describe my feelings, but cannot make
a connection to how they affect my actions.

I describe how my feelings affect my own actions.

I can help others make connections between their
feelings and their actions.

(As of 1/10/13)

Score
3.0
Target
Level
Score
2.0
Score
1.0

Score
4.0

Scale

Possible observable behaviors/examples

Could include responses to stress, anger, sadness,
excitement

Standard:
Intrapersonal skills: Self-Awareness and Self Management
Skills. Objective:
I manage my emotions.
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I can help others describe their feelings and identify
the reasons for those feelings.

identify
the reasons
for my feelings.
With support,
I can describe
my feelings, but am unable to

I describe
feelings,
support, am able to identify
some
of themy
reasons
forand
my with
feelings.

(As of 1/10/13)

1.0

2.0
Score

Score

Score
3.0
I describe the underlying reasons for my feelings.
Target
Level

Score
4.0

Scale

Standard:
Intrapersonal skills: Self-Awareness and Self Management
Skills. Objective:
I manage my emotions.
Possible observable behaviors/examples
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I anticipate my emotional response to a situation
to prevent conflict.

I anticipate my emotional response to a situation to avoid a
conflict.

I anticipate my emotional response to a situation and need
assistance to avoid a conflict.

Score
3.0
Target
Level

Score
2.0

Score
1.0

Student anticipates being nervous for a presentation and
asks to go to the nurse/gets called
out Avoiding a conflict completely

Student anticipates being nervous for a presentation and
practices extra at home, asks the teacher to go first, etc.
Using a strategy to cope
Has a plan in place

Possible observable behaviors/examples
Student anticipates a friend being nervous for a
presentation and coaches him/her through

(As of 1/10/13)

*Conflict in this context (self awareness & self management) is internal conflict

I can help others anticipate their emotional response to
a situation and help to prevent conflict.

Score
4.0

Scale

Standard:
Intrapersonal skills: Self-Awareness and Self Management
Skills. Objective:
I manage my emotions.
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I describe my strengths and areas for growth and with
support can provide evidence of both.
I need help when describing my strengths and areas for
growth.

I describe and provide evidence of my strengths
and areas for growth.

I take steps that foster my strengths and improve my areas
for growth.

Scale

Accurate reflections with evidence to support

Possible observable behaviors/examples

Intrapersonal skills: Self-Awareness and Self Management Skills.
I demonstrate skills related to achieving personal and academic goals.

(As of 1/10/13)

Score
3.0
Target
Level
Score
2.0
Score
1.0

Score
4.0

Standard:
Objective:
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I create goals for myself.

I create a plan to achieve my goals.

I implement specific action steps to achieve my goals.

I evaluate and monitor my progress toward my goals
and adjust as needed.

Scale

Possible observable behaviors/examples

Intrapersonal skills: Self-Awareness and Self Management Skills.
I demonstrate skills related to achieving personal and academic goals.

(As of 1/10/13)

1.0

2.0
Score

Score
3.0
Target
Level
Score

Score
4.0

Standard:
Objective:
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I need encouragement to persevere and adapt when faced
with challenges.
Even with encouragement, I do not persevere or adapt
when faced with challenges.

I demonstrate perseverance and adaptability when
faced with challenges.

I adjust my strategies, goals and projects to work
effectively with ambiguity, unexpected events, and
changing priorities.

Scale

Student completes revisions when allowed, keeps
working on a problem when stuck

Possible observable behaviors/examples

Intrapersonal skills: Self-Awareness and Self Management Skills.
I demonstrate skills related to achieving personal and academic goals.

(As of 1/10/13)

Score
3.0
Target
Level
Score
2.0
Score
1.0

Score
4.0

Standard:
Objective:
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I can explain what it means to be empathetic.

(As of 1/10/13)

1.0

Score

2.0

Iperspectives.
can identify the causes for another person’s feelings and/or

I demonstrate empathy for others.

Score
3.0
Target
Level

Score

I demonstrate empathy for others and help others
develop empathy.

Score
4.0

Scale

Standard:
Interpersonal skills- Social Awareness and Relationship
Skills Objective:
I demonstrate empathy for others.

Empathy is understanding another person’s feelings and/or
perspectives and taking them into consideration when acting

I can define it and provide examples

explanation)
I recognize the positive in people, situations and events
more than the negative

else’s point of view (movie, book, perspective,

Another person helps this student understand someone

Interpret causes for another’s actions

Put yourself into another person’s shoes

Restate

Offer suggestions or support not just sympathy

Use of “I feel” statements

Active listening

shoes
Participate in community service

Verbally explain what its like to be in someone else’s

Possible observable behaviors/examples

183

I demonstrate respect only for people like me.

(As of 1/10/13)

1.0

2.0
Score

differences.
I demonstrate respect for most people regardless of

I demonstrate respect for all people regardless
of differences.

Score
3.0
Target
Level

Score

I demonstrate respect for individuals from all social and
cultural groups and encourage others to do as well.

Score
4.0

Scale

Standard:
Interpersonal skills- Social Awareness and Relationship
Skills Objective:
I respect others and appreciate diversity

I am encouraging, kind, and polite toward others.
Listening to others, assisting others, please and thank you
Participate in community service

Absence of generalizations (they all…)

Absence of biased comments/jokes
Allowing/encouraging all members of a group to
participate

Possible observable behaviors/examples
I seek to understand the diverse background of others
Confront bullying or disrespectful behavior when
occurring.
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I identify the origins and negative effects of stereotyping
and prejudice.
I can define stereotyping and prejudice.

I analyze the origins and negative effects of
stereotyping and prejudice.

(As of 1/10/13)

Score
1.0

Score
2.0

Score
3.0
Target
Level

Score
4.0

Scale
I analyze the origins and negative effects of stereotyping and
prejudice and take steps to minimize prejudice.

Standard:
Interpersonal skills- Social Awareness and Relationship
Skills Objective:
I respect others and appreciate diversity

Citing evidence from text, media, etc.
Citing evidence from personal experience

Drawing connections from evidence cited in text, history,
media, etc.
I recognize the positive in people, situations, and events
more often than the negative.

Possible observable behaviors/examples
Reflection
Conversations
I communicate care and concern for the feelings of others
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I modify my behavior according to the situation and those
involved inconsistently.
I recognize the behavior needed but do not modify
accordingly depending on the situation and those involved.

I modify my behavior according to the situation and those
involved consistently.

(As of 1/10/13)

Score
2.0
Score
1.0

Score
3.0
Target
Level

Score
4.0

Students easily transition from small to large group
activity
Adapt to different friend groups (different groups have
different norms)
Student uses language appropriate for the person or group
addressing (adults vs. students)
Behavior at a sporting event is different than at a
performing arts event.
I compare and contrast relationships and situations and
their different expectations for behavior.

Possible observable behaviors/examples

Interpersonal skills- Social Awareness and Relationship Skills
I use communication and social skills to build and sustain relationships characterized by mutual respect

Scale
I adapt my behavior according to the situation and those
involved and help others recognize and adjust their behavior.

Standard:
Objective:
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I consistently demonstrate active listening strategies.

(As of 1/10/13)

Score
2.0
I often demonstrate active listening
strategies. Score
1.0
I seldom demonstrate active listening strategies.

Score
3.0
Target
Level

Score
4.0

Eye contact
Repeating back, paraphrasing
Not interrupting
Asking questions
Body language- facing the person, nodding, mirroring
Responding with relevant information
I am intentional with my body language in order to
portray the messages I send

Possible observable behaviors/examples

Interpersonal skills- Social Awareness and Relationship Skills
I use communication and social skills to build and sustain relationships characterized by mutual respect

Scale
I consistently demonstrate active listening strategies
and encourage this in others.

Standard:
Objective:
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appropriately.
I sometimes communicate my thoughts and feelings

appropriately.
I usually communicate my thoughts and feelings

I consistently communicate my thoughts and feelings
appropriately.

(As of 1/10/13)

1.0

2.0
Score

Score

Score
3.0
Target
Level

Score
4.0

I use "I" statements to communicate my feelings to
others.
I am intentional with my body language in order to
portray the messages I send.
I monitor the information I share with others.
I evaluate my communications for consideration of tone,
content and language before sending.

Possible observable behaviors/examples

Interpersonal skills- Social Awareness and Relationship Skills
I use communication and social skills to build and sustain relationships characterized by mutual respect

Scale
I help others communicate their thoughts and
feelings appropriately.

Standard:
Objective:

188

I encourage participation of everyone present.

(As of 1/10/13)

Score
2.0
I solicit others’
input. Score
1.0
I allow the participation of everyone present.

Score
3.0
Target
Level

Score
4.0

Scale
I encourage participation of everyone present and develop
his/her contributions.

Standard:
Interpersonal skills- Social Awareness and Relationship
Skills Objective:
I work collaboratively with others.

In a group project it is evident all students are equally
contributing

Making sure everyone’s thoughts are heard

"What are your thought’s on that?”

Asking question to everyone in the group
Making an effort to include everyone in a group project

“So what ___ is saying is…, lets explore this idea”

Possible observable behaviors/examples
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I recognize the informal processes by which work gets
done in the team or organization
I identify informal processes by which work gets done in a
team or organization.

I navigate the informal processes by which work
gets done in the team or organization.

(As of 1/10/13)

Score
2.0
Score
1.0

Score
3.0
Target
Level

Score
4.0

Scale
I improve the informal processes by which work gets done
in the team or organization.

Standard:
Interpersonal skills- Social Awareness and Relationship
Skills Objective:
I work collaboratively with others.

Completes the tasks with minimal guidance
Can equitably distribute tasks and works together
positively in groups
Can incorporate past experiences into current situations
on their own
Negotiating task assignments according to the strengths
and weaknesses of self and team members
Examples: student follows up unsolicited after an
absence; student goes to the ILC for additional
help without prompting

Possible observable behaviors/examples
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The student asks for feedback
The student receives unsolicited feedback and may or
may not apply it

I consider feedback from others.

Possible observable behaviors/examples

others. I invite feedback from others.

I invite and apply feedback from

(As of 1/10/13)

Score
1.0

Score
3.0
Target
Level
Score
2.0

Score
4.0

Scale
I invite and apply feedback from others and reflect on
my growth

Standard:
Interpersonal skills- Social Awareness and Relationship
Skills Objective:
I work collaboratively with others.
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I rarely offer assistance when others need help, nor is
it always appropriate

I consistently offer assistance when others need
help, however, not always appropriately

I consistently offer assistance appropriately when
others need help.

(As of 1/10/13)

Score
1.0

Score
2.0

Score
3.0
Target
Level

Score
4.0

Scale
I consistently help others develop self-advocacy skills.

Standard:
Interpersonal skills- Social Awareness and Relationship
Skills Objective:
I work collaboratively with others.

Wait for some one else to respond
Asks for someone else to respond
Student does not recognize when others need help

Helping, but might not always be appropriate
Student consoles a friend when a counselor might be
more appropriate
A student helps tutor another with incorrect information
A student opens a door for a teacher with his/her hands
full after being asked
A student shows another their homework

Appropriate help= Timely, accurately, within the correct
context, exercising judgment
Referring a friend to the appropriate adult for assistance
A student recognizes when a team member is struggling
and tutors him/her
A student recognizes a team member was absent the
previous day and helps catch their classmate up
A student opens a door for a teacher with his/her hands
full without being asked

Possible observable behaviors/examples
When working in a group a team member coaches
another on how access resources.
Student encourages others to ask for help.
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(As of 1/10/13)

1.0

I rarely attempt to resolve conflict using appropriate skills

I inconsistently attempt to resolve conflict using appropriate
skills

Score
2.0

Score

I consistently attempt to resolve conflict
using appropriate skills

I consistently resolve conflicts

Score
3.0
Target
Level

4.0

Score

Scale

Standard:
Interpersonal skills- Social Awareness and Relationship
Skills Objective:
I work collaboratively with others.

Uses inappropriate skills (fighting)
Undermining

Recognizing that there is a conflict
All sides are heard
Separating self from situation
Attacking the problem not the person
Communicating feelings without blame
Listening without interrupting

Possible observable behaviors/
examples In a manner that all parties can endorse.
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I can articulate the steps in making a decision

Score
1.0

(As of 1/10/13)

I make responsible decisions with guidance

I make responsible decisions

Score
2.0

Score
3.0
Target
Level

Score
4.0

Possible observable behaviors/examples

Define The Problem
Explore The Alternatives
Consider the Consequences
Identify Your Values
Decide and Act
Evaluate Your Decision

Follows all steps in a decision making process with the
interests of the larger community in mind:
Define The Problem
Explore The Alternatives
Consider the Consequences
Identify Your Values
Decide and Act
Evaluate Your Decision
Actions demonstrate responsible and ethical decision
making

Responsible Decision Making Skills
I demonstrate decision-making skills and responsible behavior.

Scale
I make responsible decisions and influence others to do
the same

Standard:
Objective:
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I do not accept responsibility for my actions and words
and blame others

Score
1.0

(As of 1/10/13)

I sometimes accept responsibility for my actions and words.

I accept responsibility for my actions and words.

Score
3.0
Target
Level

Score
2.0

I reflect upon and evaluate the choices I make and
adapt future decisions

Scale

Possible observable behaviors/examples

Acknowledging wrong doing
Accept consequences for the outcomes of decisions
Apologizing
Self initiate responsible actions

Responsible Decision Making Skills
I demonstrate decision-making skill and responsible behavior.

Score
4.0

Standard:
Objective:
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I am aware of the needs in my community and sometimes
contribute to its wellbeing.

(As of 1/10/13)

I am aware of the needs in my community
1.0 take into account the individual situation of the person
*All

Score
2.0
Score

Score
3.0
I contribute to the wellbeing of my community.
Target
Level

Score
4.0

Responsible Decision Making Skills
I contribute to the wellbeing of my community

Scale
I influence others to contribute to the wellbeing of my
community.

Standard:
Objective:

Responds to a community need (give-a-thon, tragedy
relief)

Actively:
o Involved in organizations,
o Volunteering,
o Environmentally conscious in all my actions

Possible observable behaviors/examples
Recruits others to join organizations
Initiates a response to a need to a community

196

